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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCING AUDIO-VISUAL
ROMAN WOMEN
Monika Wozniak and Maria Wyke

A Roman empress, resplendent in gold costume, cloak and crown, rises from her throne
in the imperial box at the arena and bangs her staff to command silence. After which she
orders the release of ferocious tigers to do battle with a band of courageous male
gladiators. This short three-minute commercial was made for the Pepsi company and
released on American national television and social media in September 2024. The
empress is played by the rap star Megan Thee Stallion, the gladiators by superstars of the
NFL (National Football League) and the whole set-up of combat with wild animals in the
Colosseum pays homage to the feature film Gladiator (2000) and its sequel Gladiator 11,
whose release by Paramount Pictures in November 2024 was widely anticipated.
Ostensibly celebrating the start of a new NFL season of which Pepsi is a sponsor, the ad
places the music, sports and entertainment industries as well as ancient Rome at the
service of selling the soft drink.

The commercial also looks back intramedially to a previously Roman-themed Pepsi
ad of 2004, ‘We Will Rock You’' In both, some acknowledgement seems to be made of
female empowerment in the public domain. In the earlier ad, three female gladiators
(played by Beyoncé, Britney Spears and Pink) refuse as one to fight, to the detriment of
the watching emperor. In both ads, the call-response stadium anthem is sung by the
female celebrity artists, and they get to drink some Pepsi on screen. However, the more
recent commercial frames events in the arena explicitly as the shared fantasy of two men
in a bar who imagine they see the Colosseum neatly housed within the rim of their Pepsi
cans. The ad references a trend on the video-sharing platform TikTok that went viral in
2023, when female creators uploaded and commented with puzzled amusement on clips
of their male partners or relatives responding to the question ‘How often do you think
about the Roman Empire?. Drawing on this highly gendered social media trend, Pepsi
connects itself to the ‘epic’ qualities of ancient Rome and, this time, creates through its
audio-visual representation of an empress (who is outfitted in a form of bikini-armour)
an invitation addressed only to American men to ‘Make Your Gameday Epic’™.

Sororities of gladiators and mistresses of arena ceremonies also appear in this volume,
although Audio-Visual Roman Women investigates a range of representations of Roman
women in screen media from the 1900s to the 2020s (from the arrival of cinema to the
ascendance of video games) and none of those representations are so closely tied to a
specific moment, cultural practice and commodity as the recent Pepsi advertisements.
From multiple disciplinary perspectives, our volume asks what sources do screen media
draw on for their Roman women (given the scarcity of suitable ancient material), how
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are they assembled aesthetically and ideologically using the specific devices of such
media (from camerawork to gameplay), and who are they made by and for (in terms
particularly of nation and gender)? Our chapters investigate how these audio-visual
representations interlock with conceptions of gender and sexuality and the social
position of women at the time in which they were made, and consider to what extent
they may have responded to the first, second or third feminist waves, to the revisionist
scholarship on ancient women that began to emerge in the mid-1970s, or to the rise of
the #MeToo movement in 2006. Judging by the Pepsi commercial of 2024, there is clearly
no straightforward chronological progress in the treatment of Roman women in screen
media, so part of the work of this volume is not only to enrich understanding of how
Roman women have been constructed on screen but also to draw attention to some of
the interesting roads that future creators of popular culture might wish to travel. We
hope through our analyses to promote richer representations of Roman women in screen
media, ones that are congenial to a more diverse audience and, perhaps if they are less
stereotypically conceived, even to American football supporters who think a lot about
the Roman Empire.

Roman women: Partisan sources and revisionist scholarship

Among all the ancient civilizations, ancient Rome is perhaps the most familiar and well-
known in the West, thanks to its substantial material remains and wealth of written
records. In the prologue to her book SPQR: A History of Rome (2015), the influential
classicist Mary Beard observes that ‘Rome still helps to define the way we understand our
own world and think about ourselves, from high theory to low comedy. After two
thousand years, it continues to underpin Western culture and politics — what we write,
how we see the world, and our place in it”> Key Roman authors, such as Cicero, Livy and
Tacitus, have been read, translated, analysed and studied over the millennia, becoming
deeply embedded in the consciousness of Europe and elsewhere. Countless studies on
various aspects of Roman history, literature and culture have been written and continue
to be published today. However, our understanding of ancient Rome remains incomplete
and subjective, particularly concerning women. For many centuries, most studies of
classical antiquity focused primarily on male activities and agency, often portraying
Roman women as living in the shadow of elite men. This oversight stems from the nature
of the textual evidence which survives from antiquity that has largely left women out of
discourses concerning the public domain. The relative absence of women from the
Roman historical record and the disinterest, until the 1970s, in their investigation has
had consequences, therefore, for how we have understood our own world and thought
about ourselves through the measure of Rome.

In 1975, Sarah B. Pomeroy published her groundbreaking study Goddesses, Whores,
Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity. She likened her pioneering endeavour
to an attempt to assemble a puzzle with many pieces missing.> Her metaphor aptly
highlights the challenges that must be faced when interpreting surviving sources on
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women from Graeco-Roman antiquity and when trying to reconstruct female lives in
that distant past — often despite some of those sources. For, as she observed, aside from
some fragments of poetry, the extant corpus of classical literature was all written by men
and their accounts of women are greatly tainted by the misogyny and ideological bias of
their authors.* Following Pomeroy’s pioneering model, other scholars since have worked
on piecing together the status and experience of ancient women by drawing on feminism’s
critical insights and expanding the array of sources put to use from pottery to papyri,
decorative mirrors to work tools, birthing stools to funerary reliefs.

Once omitted from scholarship altogether or considered of limited importance in
public life, the women of antiquity now have a firm place in the mainstream of
publications dedicated to the study of the classical world.” However, modern scholars are
all too aware that the women of Graeco-Roman antiquity are practically voiceless. As the
nature of the bias against women in the literary sources and their own relative silence
have become more evident to scholars, so they have become more sceptical about the use
of ancient texts to reconstruct historically women’s lived experience. In her study of the
gendering of ancient religious practice, Unreliable Witnesses: Religion, Gendet, and
History in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean (2011), Ross Shepard Kraemer commented:
‘far from corresponding easily and usefully to women’s experiences and lives, ancient
sources are presently seen to deploy ancient ideas about gender mapped onto female
characters, to explore a range of issues of concern to their largely elite, male authors and
initial audiences:® For her, the texts of antiquity are unreliable witnesses and the women
described within them largely fictive proxies in disputes among elite males over
masculinity, authority and power. Despite decades of scholarly effort, the study of women
in classical antiquity must therefore rely considerably on deduction and speculation
rather than definitive proof.

‘Real’ Roman women, specifically, continue to be the goal of academic investigation at
the same time as authors acknowledge the difficulties that investigation has to confront.”
Amy Richlin, in the introduction to her collection of essays Arguments with Silence:
Writing the History of Roman Women (2014), speaks of her ‘duty to the dead, to tell their
stories as best I can; in telling women’s stories, I am working toward a society that
remembers women™® but she also acknowledges the challenge of finding Roman women
who always seem to be just out of hearing. Little is said in Roman sources about
freedwomen or slaves; the women of the ruling classes matter the most to their male
authors. Scholars are acutely aware, for example, that Livy’s history of the city consistently
articulates the formation of the Roman body politic in terms of the violation of the
bodies of elite women (such as Lucretia and Verginia) that provokes male redress.” The
patriarchal order and misogynistic storytelling of ancient Rome also emerges graphically
in historical accounts contemptuous of the shift from republican government to an
imperial dynasty, where the actions of women in the imperial household are made to
reflect adversely on fathers, husbands or sons.

The evidence of coins, inscriptions, papyri, sculpture and law codes discloses the
importance of women to legitimating and sustaining the imperial court. Yet, as Mary T.
Boatwright suggests in her study Imperial Women of Rome: Powet, Gender, Context
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(2021), it stands in stark contrast to all the arresting anecdotes in works like that of the
historian Tacitus about how imperial women abused their power. Atia, the mother of
Augustus, may be made to recall Rome’s traditional feminine virtues of piety, modesty
and care for family in his Annals, but the imperial women who come thereafter manifest
a litany of vices. Livia Drusilla, second wife of the Emperor Augustus, is described as a
political schemer, manipulating her husband to ready her son for power. The sexual
voraciousness of Valeria Messalina demonstrates, for the historian, the lack of control
exercised by her husband, the Emperor Claudius, over his household and, by extension,
the state too. Equally, the dysfunction of the state in the reign of Nero is embodied in the
dysfunction of his monstrous mother Julia Agrippina who is depicted by Tacitus as cruel,
scheming, incestuous and domineering. His anti-Neronian sentiment also drives the
ferocious caricature of the emperor’s second wife, Poppaea Sabina, as the cruel confidante
of his atrocious crimes, both matricide and uxoricide.

The partisanship of the primary sources and the revisionist scholarship on them
matter in the context of this volume, for those sources have had a significant, even though
indirect, role to play in shaping many of the Roman women who have appeared in screen
media. In the first few decades of the twentieth century, cinema regularly drew on recent,
largely uncritical receptions of those sources that had further amplified their fictionality.
Later cinema and television then often recycled characters or narrative arcs from such
earlier screen adaptations. Such nineteenth-century material includes restaged operas
(such as Handel's Agrippina of 1709) or new ones (such as Isidore de Lara’s Messalina of
1899) as well as popular historical novels and plays, especially ones that inserted the
spiritual commitment of early Christians into a presentation of imperial Rome’s
corruption. Several chapters in this volume incorporate into their analyses the influence
on screen media of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s novel Quo Vadis (first published in book form
in 1896) that tells the vivid story of a fictive Christian girl, Lygia, endangered by Nero as
the Antichrist, and Wilson Barrett’s melodrama of evangelical Christianity The Sign of the
Cross (first performed in 1895), that stages the Empress Poppaea urging Nero to condemn
another fictive Christian girl, Mercia, to the lions. However, although screen media have
often drawn in this way on the stereotypes of manipulative empresses, virginal Christian
girls and submissive slaves, they have also gone beyond the primary sources in new
directions. It is often through such media, for example, that the women of the Roman
world gain the narrative prominence, agency and voice denied them in the distant past.

In the last few decades, much scholarship has explored ‘the democratic turn’ in the
reception of ancient Greece and Rome that occurred from the mid-nineteenth century, a
turn that situated the classical past in modern mass culture and addressed it to a broad
audience varying in gender, class, age and nation.!” We have come to appreciate how
modern media are now central to the way millions across the world experience and
understand that distant past. Paralleling the volume edited by Jane Draycott and Kate
Cook, Women in Classical Video Games (2022), we focus here on how Roman women are
portrayed in screen media and how they are consumed and understood by their audiences,
because those audio-visual women are ubiquitous and because their representation is
also implicated in, and contributes to, modern conceptions of gender and sexuality.



Introducing Audio-Visual Roman Women

Drawing on the expertise of our contributors in Classics, Classical Reception,
Comparative Literature, Translation, Film Studies, Popular Culture and Screen Media
practice, the volume covers over one hundred years of audio-visual production and key
interrelated case studies from film, television, computer games and social media that give
life to ancient Roman women through the mechanism of audio-visuality (that is a
multisensory experience of history or myth as image, movement and sound). Collectively,
our analyses draw on scholarship that concerns: the media archaeology and material
history of cinema, television and computer games; their technology and design (from
intertitles, dialogue and music, costuming and performance, to editing, CGI and
computer gameplay); theories of intermediality, adaptation and social semiotics; feminist
critical theory and studies of gender and sexuality; star and consumer studies; histories
of modern culture; and histories of classical scholarship and classical reception. Audio-
Visual Roman Women is also unusually international in both its case studies and our
analyses of them. Discussion of the classical past in modern popular culture is generally
dominated by Anglophone scholarship — not least because global markets are dominated
by American products (such as Hollywood historical films), or ones co-produced by
American companies (such as HBO) or streamed on American platforms (such as
Netflix). Our contributors as well as our case studies come from Italy, Spain, Portugal and
Poland, as well as the United States and the UK, and are thus fully attentive to the
frequent anglicizing of Roman women in screen media and to the national and
transnational agendas of their production, circulation and consumption.

The chapters are ordered to provide a cohesive structure. They move chronologically
from the opening of the twentieth century and the representation of Roman women in
silent cinema to reach the present day and social media platforms, contextualizing those
representations along the way in terms of social, political, aesthetic, economic and
technological developments. They are closely interrelated as, for example, in their
recurring interest in the narrative functions and ideological transformations of Valeria
Messalina and Poppaea Sabina across time, society and media, or in their focus on
aspects of inter- and intra-mediality — fan fiction responds to the Livia Drusilla of the
television serial Domina (2021 and 2023), that in turn challenges the formulation of the
wife of Augustus in the earlier celebrated television series I, Claudius (1976), which was
adapted to the small screen from the novel of that title published by Robert Graves in
1934, a novel based according to the proud claims of its author on his close scrutiny of
ancient sources (such as Tacitus, Suetonius and Cassius Dio). The volume concludes with
a focus on contemporary consumers of Roman women on screen and explores the
relative conservatism of the gamer community (who express dissatisfaction with
the arrival of transgressive female generals in their world of Roman warfare) and the
imaginative interventions of fan-fiction writers (who engage with televisual Roman
women by elaborating or subverting their storylines, often through immersive first-
person retellings).

Up until the 1970s, audio-visual Roman women often appeared in the shadow of male
protagonists. From then on, gradual alterations to the representation of Roman women
in screen media emerge under pressure from changes in the position of women and in
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attitudes to gender and sexuality driven by second-wave feminism as well as the
publication of revisionist historiographic studies. A further revolution (a supposedly
‘feminist’ turn) in the production of Roman women in screen media can be discerned
after the initiation of the #MeToo movement and in response to the popularization of
feminist critical theory that called for female characters of all kinds to be freed from
male authority and the male gaze, to be strong but, also and importantly, to be engaged
with other women. These developments vividly demonstrate the intriguing chasm that
divides our primary sources for Roman women (where female agency is always
circumscribed) from the expectations of contemporary, especially female-identifying
consumers of their screen representations (who call for Roman women who take the
initiative, are outspoken, act and feel autonomously, enforce their will, or otherwise wield
power). Audio-Visual Roman Women thus addresses the distinguishing characteristics of
the receptions of Roman women in screen media: their imaginative, sometimes
mischievous, relationship to textual fidelity or historical accuracy; their situatedness in a
network of image-making traditions and innovations for gendering myth and history;
their hybridity (interlocking brazenly with other types of media production that have
nothing to do with the classical past); and their processes for engaging (or claiming to
engage) women as producers, performers and consumers.

Our volume seeks to broaden its readers’ understanding of the cultural phenomenon
of Roman women in the screen media of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries and the
challenge it can offer both to the traditional gendering of history and to traditional
understanding of the processes and practices of classical reception. It also recognizes the
current ambivalences or limitations, in feminist terms, of these audio-visual constructs.
Such recognition may provide a stronger platform on which to build the Roman women
of future products of popular culture.

A work of this kind cannot be comprehensive. There are evident omissions, such as
the presence of Roman women in the pre-cinematic screen medium of the lantern
slideshow or in software applications on smartphones and other handheld devices. And,
although Audio-Visual Roman Women is ordered in an approximate chronology
according to the first screen medium on which each chapter focuses, the chapters
themselves often look onwards to later developments according to their theme, including
silent cinema, the female gaze, female gladiators, British television and cinema, Poppaea,
Lucilla or Livia. In this and the next section, therefore, based on the volume as a whole,
we survey some of the broad changes that have occurred across the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries in the interface between the representation of Roman women in
screen media, the development of media technologies, the metaphoric potential of
ancient Rome and the status of, and attitudes to, women in society.

Feminizing ancient Rome in screen media (1900s to 1960s)

In the travelling fairs, cafes or concert halls where moving images were first projected on
screen, women often appeared as ‘saucy’ kinetic objects to advertise to men and to fulfil
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the sensual pleasures of the new technology. However, Roman women (both elite and
enslaved) were also given prominence in cinemas early years. They became the centre of
narrative arcs, positioned in the foreground of the film frame, captured in the focus of
multiple camera angles, described in sympathetic intertitles, performed by actresses
using impassioned gestural codes, and emotionally marked by colour tints and tones and
accompanying music. In Chapter 2, Maria Wyke calls this screen practice a feminization
of ancient Rome, while recognizing that it was not necessarily designed to empower
women. Rather, this practice of feminization can be ascribed to the cultural ambition, as
well as the social context, of cinema in the 1900s and 1910s: the retelling of stories
appropriated from prestigious artworks that had already highlighted the experience of
Roman women; and the playing out of anxieties about the increased presence of women
in the public domain through the extremes of Roman life portrayed on screen (the
suffering of scheming empresses and murderous slaves, the salvation of Christian
martyrs strong in their faith but domesticated in their wifeliness).

Notable differences in the onscreen representation of scheming empresses emerge in
the 1920s and 1930s, driven in part by film industry attempts to boost sales of cinema
tickets to women. In order to invite idolization from female spectators, greater emphasis
was placed on and off screen on the independence from men afforded imperial women
by their position. In Chapter 3, Stella Dagna discerns the presence in the 1923 Italian
feature film Messalina of the by now conventional Oriental vamp of earlier historical
films who preys on Western men and the passive Christian girl who constantly requires
heroic rescue by them from kidnap. Yet, completing a trinity of feminine archetypes, is
the uninhibited empress who transgresses Roman law and the requirements of marital
fidelity purely to satisfy her sexual desires. In the early 1920s, both the Catholic Church
and the Fascist regime were attempting to push women back into the home after the
upheavals of the First World War. Yet, better to enhance her star persona, the actress who
played Messalina was aligned with the empress offscreen in the terms of extraordinary
power, wealth, glamour and sensuality. Both Dagna and Wyke consider whether or not,
in the film’s ending where Messalina commits suicide, this strategy cracked open tensions
in conventional models of femininity. Does it demonstrate reassuringly for audiences the
necessary punishment of unconventional femininity or disturbingly the inevitable
tragedy that befalls a woman who rises for a moment above social constraints on female
autonomy? It is no wonder that concerns were often expressed in the 1920s and 1930s
about how cinema might damage some of its spectators.

By the early 1930s, the Hollywood film industry had developed further systems for
selling films specifically to women through the establishment of close connections with
the consumer retail industry. On screen, as Nuno Rodrigues observes in Chapter 7, the
attribution of a romantic plotline to the Empress Poppaea in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Sign
of the Cross (1932), as well as the casting of the urbane star Claudette Colbert in the role,
her outfitting in clinging costumes and stylish make-up and her anachronistically casual
dialogue, all worked innovatively to transform the cruel Poppaea of antiquity into a
comfortably assertive, even somewhat aggressive, heroine for modernity. Fan magazines
that were targeted at readers assumed to be heterosexual females described a key
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attraction of the film as an opportunity to see the actress ‘going wicked’ and catalogued
the cosmetics and the clothes whose purchase would enable readers to create a
resemblance for themselves to the star. However, the continuing pushback in Depression-
era society against the further empowerment of women meant that the transgressions of
femininity demonstrated on screen by Poppaea (and after her Cleopatra) remained
clearly limited to a beauty-culture idea of empowerment.

The 1950s and early 1960s saw a post-war revival of interest in ancient Rome on the
Hollywood screen, spurred by the immense success of Mervyn LeRoy’s Quo Vadis (1951).
We might expect representations of women from ancient Rome better to reflect evolving
societal values during that transformative period. However, the blockbuster Hollywood
epics produced then predominantly centred on male protagonists, relegating positive
female characters like the imperilled Christian maiden to passive, one-dimensional roles,
usually as the hero’s love interest. However, as Monika WozZniak demonstrates in Chapter 4,
anuanced character-building script and a bold performance could produce a more assertive
female protagonist even within the constraints of that stereotype: such was the case for
Deborah Kerr’s discerning hostage of war Lygia when confronted by the chauvinistic
Roman soldier Vinicius in the 1951 film adaptation of the nineteenth-century novel.

Cinema has often used the convention of displaying Roman sexual deviance on
screen to symbolize political corruption and to express anxieties about changing gender
roles or sexual mores in modern society. Monica Cyrino draws attention to the Mulveyan
understanding of Hollywood narrative cinema as structured by the active male gaze on
women as objects. In Chapter 5, she explores the trope of the elite Roman female who
consumes male bodies desirously with her gaze and thus intriguingly inverts cinema’s
traditional gender hierarchies and cinematographic practice of fetishizing the bodies of
women. She argues that the display of Roman sexual deviance is a complicated convention
inviting in audiences both aversion and attraction, sometimes simultaneously. For all its
radical credentials, a film like Stanley KubricK’s Spartacus still worked in 1960 to mark
the power of a woman over a man as corrupt and immoral (although it is worth noting
that its markers of homoeroticism as equally perverse were erased by audiences when it
became a gay cult classic in later years).

Antony Mann’s The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) attempted to challenge the
conventions of earlier historical epics in multiple respects, including in their portrayal of
Roman women. As the final such Hollywood epic for almost forty years, an interesting
path is carved for Lucilla, daughter of Marcus Aurelius, between the prior cinematic
stereotypes of conniving empress and caring Christian martyr. Martin Winkler sets out
the ways in which the film departs from the historical record to give Lucilla, played by
the international star Sophia Loren, a vital role in the plotline as a force for good,
virtuously and unsuccessfully attempting to uphold her father’s peaceful vision for the
Roman Empire and opposing her autocratic brother, the Emperor Commodus, even to
the point of armed rebellion and attempted assassination. Although she is also
constructed stereotypically as a figure of romance needing male rescue from the stake,
she is modestly costumed throughout to signal her seriousness and, at the close of the
film, the beginning of Rome’s fall is presented also as the beginning of her own exile.
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The construction of audio-visual Roman women was not the prerogative of Hollywood
in the 1950s and 1960s nor were those women always situated within big-budget epics.
In Italy, from the 1950s right through the 1960s and 1970s, they could be found circulating
in second- and third-tier cinemas in Roman-set films of soft porn or light comedy, as
Rodrigues comments when discussing The Hot Nights of Poppaea (1969). He argues that
Italian cinema’s frequent presentation, or rather celebration, of ‘hot nights’ in a pornotopic
Rome - often in the shape of now voluptuous and overtly sensuous empresses, scantily
clad prostitutes, promiscuous parties and forceful men, and developed with scant interest
in the historical record - needs to be understood in the social context of the movement
for sexual liberation (that overlapped in part with the movement for women’s
emancipation). The caricatured hyper-masculinity and reductive femininity displayed in
many Italian pepla (or ancient world films) of this period have also been described as a
cultural manifestation of the entrenched machismo within the society that produced
them, a reactionary response on screen to the rise of Italian feminism and broader calls
for gender equality."

Screen media in the light of feminism (1970s to 2020s)

Echoes of a call for women’s liberation, however, seem to be heard in the independent
low-budget Blaxploitation film The Arena (1974), in which the African American star
Pam Grier played the fictional gladiator Mamawi. In Chapter 8, Patrycja Rojek notes the
inventiveness of the film - transposing the exploitation genre into the setting of ancient
Rome and simultaneously providing, intramedially, a feminized take on Spartacus
(1960). Exploitation films often portrayed protagonists who are imprisoned and abused
until they eventually rebel, but an unsettling dichotomy is threaded through the fabric of
this screen representation. The narrative condemns enslavement and the violation of
women and lauds the struggle of the female gladiators to be free, while the observation
of their abuse is captured by an invasive camera. The politics of feminism and of Black
liberation are reduced on screen to erotic spectacle because the camera (to be
conceptualized as masculine in Mulvey’s terms) closes in on exposed parts of women’s
bodies that are often doused in soft, diffused lighting.'?

In the rather different context of 1970s Britain, and in the medium of television, the
Empress Livia could also be heard at the tail end of Episode 4 of the BBC TV series I,
Claudius (1976) seemingly to mouth the language of women’s liberation. There she
complains bitterly to her husband Augustus that “You should have listened to me more.
But because I was a woman you pushed me into the background’ However, viewers
were not invited to sympathize with this televisual Roman woman (played rivetingly as
a cold-blooded schemer by Sian Phillips) but with her dying husband who is shown
coming to the appalled realization that his wife has poisoned him. The adaptation to
screen of the novels by Robert Graves takes advantage of the misogynistic prejudices
that they inherited from Tacitus to give its Roman world a contemporary, anti-feminist
edge. Radostaw Pietka, in Chapter 9, explores the audio-visual mechanisms by which this
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highly influential representation of Livia is made historically credible, thus allowing
modern allegory to function. These historiophotic markers (as he calls them following
Hayden White) include visual acknowledgement of material evidence from antiquity
that displayed the empress transgressing Roman conventions of gender by virtue of her
exceptional position.

Allegory is important also to The Eagle of the Ninth (1977),a BBC Scotland adaptation
to the television screen in six episodes of a 1950s novel for adolescents by Rosemary
Sutcliffe that concerned the mysterious disappearance of Rome’s Ninth Legion in
Northern Britain around 117 ck. Panayiota Mini argues in Chapter 10 that the allegorical
work ancient Rome is often made to perform has consequences for how the women of
antiquity are represented on screen. The television miniseries inherits from its source
novel a concern with imperialistic politics, national identity and intercultural relations in
modern Britain. To that end, the British women of the ancient world are only given a
minor but nonetheless significant role to play that operates counter to the unsympathetic
portrayal of imperial Roman women in I, Claudius. The fictive outsider Cottia is a
progressive moral agent who advocates freedom from Roman rule. The television camera
captures her in assertive medium shots and close-ups and thereby brings her a little
closer into line with the improved position of women in Britain in the 1970s, where
female activism had led to legislation on equal pay and against sex discrimination.

The release of Ridley Scott’s Gladiator in 2000 marked the return of the Hollywood
historical epic in a new social context that had seen demand grow for women’s roles
in history to be revisioned, both in scholarship and in fiction. Already (as Rodrigues
notes), the Roman vignette in a zany comedy film directed by Mel Brooks, History of the
World - Part 1 (1981), had been comprised of a buffoonish Nero married to a manifestly
fictive empress named Nympho. Here the reductive clichés of audio-visual Roman
women are by now fully recognized. In 1985, the Italian miniseries Quo Vadis?, a loose
adaptation in six parts of Sienkiewicz’s novel, had endeavoured to transform its Christian
heroine Lygia into a more assertive figure. And, most importantly, from the mid-1990s,
in six seasons across six years, Lucy Lawless had featured in Xena: Warrior Princess as a
formidable Amazonian warrior who betters many male adversaries including, in a few of
the 134 episodes, Romans. The television show was broadcast in over a hundred countries
and, as Rojek remarks, its inventive and generally light-hearted fantasy of female
empowerment in quasi-Greek mythic time left an indelible mark on global popular
culture (her refusal to kill her opponents in gladiatorial combat in Season 3 Episode
16 most probably lies behind the Roman-themed Pepsi ad of 2004)." Thus, in contrast to
the Lucilla constructed for The Fall of the Roman Empire almost forty years earlier,
the Lucilla of Gladiator (as Winkler observes) is given more screen time as a shrewd
survivor of imperial powerplay. Within the limits of credibility for Roman society, she
is also given a more insistent role in politics. Early in the film, her father, Marcus
Aurelius, recognizes her potential somewhat uncomfortably: ‘If only you had been born
aman - what a Caesar you would have made’ Yet, otherwise, women are virtually absent
from the film; the protagonist’s wife is a nameless victim of Roman cruelty, serving
merely as a means to motivate male vengeance.'* Overall, this and other twenty-first-
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century ancient world epics released by Hollywood as a result of Gladiator’s considerable
success still privilege the male perspective in their narratives, while the role of women
remains ‘to reassure the viewer of the heterosexual privilege and standing of the
strongman Hero."”

Television would again provide an innovative contrast. Jonathan Stamp offers ‘a
practitioner’s tale’ in his lively chapter, where he recognizes the challenges generally for
historians in depicting Roman women in screen media and for himself on the ground as
the historical consultant to the international co-production Rome. Amply funded by the
American cable channel HBO (Home Box Office), it aired over two seasons between
2005 and 2007 in the United States and the UK and won multiple Emmys. Stamp explains
that, as a collaboratively made product of the entertainment industry, audio-visual
historical drama seeks authenticity but not necessarily accuracy. In order to construct
the series as a prequel to I, Claudius and thus feed off its familiarity and success as event
television, Rome borrowed its take on imperial women (especially the iconically
villainous Livia) and projected it back onto two elite women of the Roman Republic, Atia
and Servilia. At the same time, provocatively and directly at variance with I, Claudius, a
significant plot-determining role was created for a common soldier’s wife living and
working in a city tenement block, Niobe. She was a figure of pure fiction in so far as the
primary sources offer next to no evidence on the lives of lower-class Roman women.
Stamp’s comments are based on interviews with the women who played these characters
alongside Rome’s female executive producer. Their refreshing accounts of how they
performed based solely on their understanding of the script, and despite its requirements
for nudity or misogynistic brutality, are instructive. They describe how they drew on
their own experience to create psychological depth for Roman women as engrossing
victims or survivors of extreme circumstance, living in a present over which they have
little direct agency.

The impact of mass media on women has been the subject of close scrutiny since
early this century, paralleling (as Rojek maintains) the early stages of the #MeToo
movement that was initiated by Tarana Burke in 2006 to raise awareness of and campaign
against sexual harassment and a culture of rape. In the 2010s, demands have intensified
for strong female leads in screen media to provide better role models for consumers.
While it is possible to discern corresponding changes in the portrayal of Roman women
on screen, strategies for change have varied considerably. One extreme approach has
been to omit female figures from audio-visual narratives about ancient Rome almost
completely. For example, as Mini points out, the feature-length action-adventure film
The Eagle (2011), another adaptation to screen of Sutcliffe’s novel about the Ninth Legion,
removed the author’s female characters. While some reviewers praised this erasure as a
commendable avoidance of the obligatory romantic interest, others complained that it
left the film ‘monochromatically male-dominated’. Another approach has been to invert
conventional audio-visual structures in unsettlingly semi-pornography style ostensibly
to appeal to female viewers. Lucy Lawless of Xena fame was shrewdly cast as the wife of
a trainer of gladiators in the first twenty-three episodes of the television series Spartacus
which was aired on the premium channel STARZ for four seasons from 2010 to 2013. In
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the series, women are frequently depicted in explicit sexual scenarios as dominating
mistresses of their own lustful gaze and, additionally, as controlling the perspective of the
camera and the television audience on the objectified bodies of male slaves. Yet, as Cyrino
explains, this seeming empowerment of women’s desire is undercut by the continued use
of markers of perversity for the act of objectifying male bodies.

In addition to the big-screen ancient world epic and the small-screen historical drama,
the television documentary also manifested structural changes in the 2010s in the light of
calls to make better audio-visual material about and for women. In Chapter 12, Fiona
Hobden draws attention to a three-part series Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses:
Empresses of Ancient Rome broadcast on BBC Four in 2013 that, unusually for its time,
contained an expert female presenter leading a discussion centred on the history of
women and targeted at audiences who were also thought to like a drama about suffragettes.
The elements of the documentary’s audio-visual regime (its archival images, its sounds,
live filming and computer-generated graphics, its expert talks to camera and interviews)
together lay claim to revealing the ‘truth’ about the opportunities and limitations afforded
women in the imperial court, a truth that has consequences for how viewers conceive
ideologies of gender then and now. Although the overall narrative tone of this women-
oriented documentary series is sympathetic or even admiring, the substantial attention
paid to historiographic sources, the reliance on dramatized delivery to the camera of their
judgements, the artefacts used as illustration (from statues of dancing maenads to
sexploitation film posters), the casting of imperial busts into shadow, ultimately construct
the desire for autonomy of women like Messalina and Agrippina in the conventional
terms of deviance and decadence. Hobden asks whether it might be easier for television
documentaries to explore the everyday lives of Roman women from across the socio-
economic spectrum and thus escape the need to engage with the misogynistic paradigms
of ancient historiography about imperial women (the kind that clearly lent to this
documentary series some of the sensationalism of its title).

A different mode of escape from the oppressiveness of classical literature is to be
found in the Italian television series Romulus (2020-2). Despite its title, it gives an
important role in its screenplay to the figure of Ilia whose story in the ancient sources (as,
variously, Ilia, Rhea or Silvia) had been fragmentary and marginal to that of her sons
Romulus and Remus, the founders of the city of Rome. The series broadens the focus of
the original foundation myth to encompass the perspective of a female protagonist
struggling for survival in an archaic community sustained by masculinist ritual. Once
she has escaped her function as a priestess partway through the first season, the camera
pulls back to follow her on horseback, fully armed, exacting bloody vengeance. In
Chapter 13, Konrad Dominas argues that, in its televisual representation of the warrior
Ilia, the series turns away from established paths taken up to that point for popular
culture’s Roman women. Instead, within the terms of youthful action-adventure historical
drama, the representation parallels the kind of modernising mythopoesis by women
about the women of Graeco-Roman myth to be found in recent novels including, for the
women of Rome, Ursula Le Guin’s Lavinia (2008) and Tanja Kinkel's The Sons of the She-
Wolf (2001). Such works have been influenced in turn by second-wave feminist theory
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that has dissected and rejected the patriarchal gender ideologies of classical antiquity’s
canonical myths.

The opening titles of the Italo-British series Domina (broadcast by Sky in two seasons
across 2021 and 2023) display a giant statue of Livia Drusilla towering over the city of
Rome and thus casting into shadow the statue of a laurel-wreathed, breast-plated Roman
emperor. The shot makes it strikingly clear to viewers that this televisual history will
overturn the customary gender hierarchy of Roman political power. When advertising
the show as ‘the truth behind ancient Rome’s most controversial woman, Sky appropriated
for it the claims of recent classical scholarship that had challenged the versions of her to
be found in the primary sources. This televisual Livia, however, was rather different,
managing to maintain her autonomy and pursue her own political ambitions despite
Roman requirements to marry, reproduce, and speak only when spoken to. In Chapter 14,
Luca Valleriani offers a qualitative analysis of the screenplay’s dialogue, a language
resource of audio-visual media that provides an implicit commentary on character
differentiation. Livia is marked as of high social status and exceptional authority because
her English lexis and syntax, and the tone and intonation of their delivery by the actresses
who play her as young girl and mature adult, are marked as ‘masculine’ - in the clichéd
terms of popular cultural fictions. Domina’s Livia uses suspenseful silences and pauses
and, when she speaks in a firm and low tone, she uses pointedly short, direct and often
ironic sentences. Following on the success of Rome and Game of Thrones (2011-19), the
heroine of Domina needed to have more than the informal and largely benign powers
ascribed to Livia Drusilla in recent classical scholarship. And, in the new social context of
the 2020s, she could be imagined somewhat sympathetically as forced by her gender to
survive notthrough senate-house debate and battlefield victory but through claustrophobic
intrigue and discreetly arranged murder.

In the twenty-first century, the television industry has expanded to comprise
broadcasting, cable and satellite and streaming sectors, accompanied by increasingly
sophisticated means to differentiate its products and consumers.'s Partially thanks to
which, the docudrama has gained global popularity and opened up further mechanisms
to put women back into Roman history while escaping the misogyny of the sources or
the gender stereotypes of earlier popular culture. Aired on the Spanish pay TV platform
Movistar Plus+ in 2021, The Heart of the Empire attempted to provide an innovative
perspective on Roman femininity as a required civic performance. In Chapter 15, Oskar
Aguado and Patricia Gonzalez catalogue the creative choices made for the six-part series,
including: use of primary sources beyond the literary; avoidance of the camera’s
objectifying gaze; a focus on issues that effected a diversity of women including slaves
(from abortion to childbirth, prostitution to rape); the presentation of women in
traditionally male spaces or activities; and the evident juxtaposition of reconstructions
with critiques of them, involving in one case a direct address to camera in front of such
a dramatized scene. The docudrama’s production process, recruitment of female experts
in ancient history and gender studies, its audio-visual regime (in contrast, for example,
to the British documentary of 2013 Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses) and its release on
the International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, all signalled its
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ambition not just to reflect revisionist thinking about the gender inequalities of the
distant past and their reproduction in popular culture but also to contribute culturally to
campaigns against the gender inequalities of the present.

New media, consumer agency and the future of the past

In contemporary screen media, Roman women continue to be demeaned just as much as
they are empowered. On cinemas big screen, the much-anticipated historical epic
Gladiator 2 (2024) exhibits no fresh perspective on its portrayal of the authority of
imperial women over that of its predecessor twenty-four years earlier. The now mature
daughter of Marcus Aurelius, Lucilla, still conspires against the corruption of Rome’s
imperial rule but only through the agency of her husband and her son. Worse still, as
Winkler observes, she suffers a perfunctory and unheroic death in the arena. The wife of
the gladiator-hero Lucius is not even given a name (like the wife of the gladiator-hero
Maximus before her), even though this time the wife is shown at the start of the film in
combat with Romans before her predictable death. Newer technologies for entertainment
also frequently utilize the Roman world to frame a conventional narrative of male
vengeance, to invoke nostalgically a time of greater constraint on women or to justify
exploitatively spectacles of male dominance and female objectification.

Video games enable players to become active participants in the re-creation of the
ancient world and to explore counterfactual histories. Few women work in the games
industry (as of 2024, only 23 per cent of games developers were female).”” Yet the
popularity of strategic video games among female players has persuaded some designers
to introduce playable female characters. For new consumers of screen media, having
grown up in a world where every story can be reshaped or ‘rebooted; the restrictions
posed by ‘true’ history might appear irrelevant and games set in a past world could be
created in which female characters are endowed with an agency they were denied in
their original context. Yet publishers and players frequently invoke historical authenticity
to limit or demand a limitation on active female roles in Roman world games, especially
where they concern warfare. In Chapter 16, however, Kate Cook explores the uncommon
case of Expeditions: Rome released in 2022. The game gives players the opportunity to
explore through role-play the counterfactual rise of a Roman woman to the role of sole
empress through military conquest and political scheming, while simultaneously
confronting the gendered constraints a woman would have faced to do so. That
immersion into a female role has been problematized largely through the misogyny
expressed in dialogue and in a gender-specific side quest but does not limit the
achievement by the player of the game’s main goals. This, as Cook points out, is a cautious
but important advance in the representation of Roman women in screen media, as it
goes beyond observation of how a woman is depicted to identification with a woman in
the game-play experience.

While fan fiction was born as a written activity, it has always had a strong engagement
with audio-visual formats, hence its discussion in this volume. The existing corpus of
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commercial characters or settings on which fans write their own unauthorized amateur
fictions come overwhelmingly from products distributed by screen media including
cinema, television, computers, tablets and smartphones. However, ancient world fictions
do not attract the kind of copious fan activity generated by the Harry Potter, Star Wars or
Marvel Universe franchises. Moreover, fan-fiction productions, even though they seem
to originate predominantly from women, are dominated by ‘slash’ - that is, the exploration
of male/male relationships. Fan fiction, therefore, rarely responds to the Roman women
of screen media. In Chapter 17, however, Amanda Potter draws on evidence posted in an
online repository that permits insight into how the representations of Livia and Atia in ,
Claudius and Rome have been poached and transformed by women within and for their
writing community. Some writers take up the challenge of imagining sympathetically
how Livia and Atia felt and what motivated their actions in the face of their portrayal
on television as monsters. Where they are perceived to have been inadequately
characterized, scenes are rewritten or extended, back stories created, or narratives
provided that extend beyond the boundaries of the television series to which the fans are
responding. Yet, disconcertingly, these televisual Roman women are also exploited by fan
writers to recount extremes of female experience, such as torture and rape, that might
seem less objectionable when situated safely in the distant past of a supposedly pornotopic
Rome.

The challenge to produce authentic yet engaging versions of Roman women in screen
media is even greater now than before, given the proliferation of anti-feminist rhetoric
in contemporary media culture.' They are needed because, as we argue in this volume,
the Roman women of screen media have been designed to speak to the lives of modern
women. They are available imaginatively to critique the continuing difficulties modern
women face or to celebrate women’s capacity to operate socially and politically even
under the most extreme circumstances. As long as ancient Rome remains good to think
with, we should continue to think about, study and create Roman women.
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