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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCING AUDIO-VISUAL ROMAN WOMEN

Monika Woźniak 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 II, 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’.1 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 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.’2 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.3 Her metaphor aptly highlights the challenges that must be faced when interpreting surviving sources on 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.4 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.5 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, Gender, 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’.6 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.7 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’8 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.9 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: Power, Gender, Context (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.10 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.

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 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 the sensual pleasures of the new technology. However, Roman women (both elite and enslaved) were also given prominence in cinema’s 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 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 Woźniak demonstrates in Chapter 4, a nuanced 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.

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.11

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.12

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 Siân 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. Radosław Piętka, in Chapter 9, explores the audio-visual mechanisms by which this 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 CE. 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).13 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 a man – 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.14 Overall, this and other twenty-first-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’.15

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 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 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 not through 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.16 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 González 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 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 cinema’s 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).17 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 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 I, 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.18 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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PART 1

FEMINIZING ANCIENT ROME IN SCREEN MEDIA (1900s TO 1960s)





CHAPTER 2

FEMINIZING ANCIENT ROME: WOMEN AT THE CINEMA FROM THE 1890s TO THE 1930s

Maria Wyke

Ancient Roman women frequently appear in cinema from its beginnings in the 1890s through to the sound era of the 1930s. Within those five decades on screen, they frequently receive greater narrative and visual prominence, agency and voice than they had customarily been allocated in our primary sources for classical antiquity, where the focus of attention had largely been on the activities of elite males. For convenience, I call this film practice, as in my title, ‘Feminizing Ancient Rome’. In this chapter, I propose to interrogate it and ask: Why did Roman women receive such distinct attention in the history of cinema and what were the mechanisms by which they were brought into modern focus? What significance might this feminization of the distant past have for film spectators who were diverse in gender and class and who viewed these Roman women on screen in the completely different social and political context of modernity?

Across this timeframe, I have selected a variety of films to analyse from different categories of Roman history (mythological, Republican, Imperial, Christian) and from different national film industries (French, Italian, American). Apart from the films themselves (their sources, plots, images and sounds), the paratextual evidence I draw on also varies in quantity and quality across time, as practices of production, distribution, exhibition and consumption change. For example, as we progress into the 1920s and 1930s (where evidence begins to be more readily available concerning the extra-cinematic creation and consumption of female film star personae), less speculative consideration can be given to the likely responses of modern women to the Roman women who were created for them on screen.

I should add that when I refer here to the process of ‘feminizing’ Roman history, I mean that women were made more prominent on screen than in Graeco-Roman historiography. But, as we shall see, feminizing Roman history in twentieth-century cinema was not necessarily a feminist representational practice designed to empower women, whether ancient or modern.

Mythologies for cinema’s visual attractions
I begin with a French film that was probably released four years after the official birth of cinema in 1895 at the Grand Café in Paris.1 The medium of film started out in travelling fairs, theatres of magic or concert halls like the Grand Café. The variety programmes in such venues would screen about ten animated scenes designed to show off the new optical device of the cinematograph. In these shorts (with a runtime of fewer than five minutes each), women often appeared as kinetic objects to advertise to men and to fulfil the sensual pleasures of the new technology, whether the setting was in a documentary present, a fantastical future or an historical or mythological past. The Birth of Venus (La naissance de Vénus), made by the French studio Pathé-Frères somewhere between 1899 and 1902, appears in the studio’s catalogue for exhibitors under the category: ‘Saucy scenes of a spicy quality’ (scènes grivoises d’un caractère piquant). The category embraced a range of titles suggestive of female nudity, often under the pretext of commonplace activities such as The Bath of a Society Lady (Le bain d’une mondaine, 1895), or justified by the practices and subject-matter of the visual arts, such as Painter and Model (Peintre et modèle, 1897) or Slave Market in the Orient (Marché d’esclaves en Orient, 1899). These ‘spicy scenes’ were usually scheduled at the end of a programme to enable women and children to leave before their projection.2

The catalogue description, however, is written in a surprisingly lyrical style as it captures the sensuousness of the mythological moment: ‘Dawn breaks on the horizon, the dew from the heavens refreshes the earth and Venus, gorgeous, emerges from her conch, scattering over her white shoulders the thick waves of her sleek hair.’3 The frontal pose this Venus adopts (head tilted to one side, arms raised to arrange her loose hair, breasts and stomach bared, Figure 2.1a) mimics the stance of the goddess in French academic paintings of her birth from the sea, such as that by William Bouguereau of 1879.4 Framing the film scene as a copy of a painting conveniently shifts responsibility for its revelation of female flesh to the visual arts and justifies its scrutiny by male spectators as if they were connoisseurs of art historical nudity. However, the film also animates such paintings. Pathé’s Venus swivels round to expose her naked buttocks (Figure 2.1b) and then swivels back, finally stretching her arms toward the camera and looking directly through it at her audience. The movement of this performer’s body reveals that she is a disturbingly young girl, while her look to camera breaches the barrier between the supposed mythic space of the film and the off-screen present-day space in which she is being looked at. Together they acknowledge the purpose of this display: male arousal.5
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Figure 2.1a Screenshot from the nitrate print of The Birth of Venus (La naissance de Vénus, France, Pathé-Frères, c. 1897–1902, possibly directed by Ferdinand Zecca and/or Maurice Caussade). Preserved at Cineteca Nazionale, Rome, in the AIRSC Collection.
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Figure 2.1b Screenshot from the nitrate print of The Birth of Venus (c. 1897–1902). Preserved at Cineteca Nazionale, Rome, in the AIRSC Collection.

In her work on the interconnections between painting, photography and film around 1900, Lynda Nead notes the frequency with which statues move or paintings come alive in early film and argues that this animation of still art operated as a convenient metaphor for the new medium – its essence in movement, its powers of realistic representation and its invitation to a new kind of tactile gaze.6 But the birth of Venus is not an arbitrary choice of subject-matter in this context, I would argue, given that the goddess had been utilized in nineteenth-century paintings as the ideal image of the subordination of woman and the primacy of man in relation both to sexual desire and artistic creativity.7 The birth of Venus works as a founding, patriarchal myth for the production of motion pictures – as the masculine construction of woman as erotic object for the gratification of the male spectator.

Doorways into history: early Rome
Nevertheless, from its beginnings, cinema also provided a doorway into history for Roman women, giving them agency as well as narrative prominence. One unexpected example, given its main plotline of kidnap, is The Abduction of the Sabine Women (Il ratto delle Sabine or L’Elevement des Sabines, dir. Ugo Falena, 1910). It runs for about seventeen minutes (by now the standard format) and would have been exhibited in permanent cinemas alongside other single-reelers. It was made by Film d’arte italiana, a subsidiary of Pathé-Frères which had been set up in Rome by the studio to penetrate the Italian market and appeal to audiences internationally through the adaption to screen of masterpieces of theatre, opera or literature.8 Hence the film engages with several myths regarding the foundation of Rome (including an opening shot of Romulus centre frame ceremoniously ploughing the boundary wall for his new city).

The rape and murder of women regularly occur in the history of early Rome, as Sandra Joshel observed in her landmark study of how the female body was forced to intersect discursively with the Roman body politic.9 In the account of Rome’s history by Livy, Ab Urbe Condita, such violations of women mark critical points in the state’s formation that supposedly led to Rome’s greatness. The brutal story recounted in Livy Book 1 of how the Romans seized the neighbouring Sabine women to start the reproduction of their city is replayed in the 1910 film. Yet the film overlays that disturbing myth with a more empathetic engagement with women drawn from later Italian traditions for performing Roman history.

The opera Romolo ed Ersilia, for example, was first performed publicly in 1773 with music composed by Johann Adolf Hasse and a libretto in Italian written by the poet Pietro Metastasio. It had been commissioned by the empress of Austria to celebrate the marriage of her son and was performed at the imperial palace the day after his wedding. The rape of the Sabine women and the mediating role played by Hersilia was understood for centuries as constituting an origin story for marriage and its power to create alliances (despite – what is for us – the story’s repellent violence).10 Thus, emphasis is placed in the first and the last act of the opera on her father’s involvement in contracting a marriage for the Sabine Ersilia to the Roman king and the opera closes with the joyous ceremony.11

Silent cinema directed at Italians frequently drew on the practices of opera with which they were familiar – its storylines and narrative structure, its music and, eventually, its orchestras, singers and venues. In relation to Roman history films, this intermedial relationship became explicit and tangible with the rise of feature film making.12 The Abduction of the Sabine Women borrows from opera seria at the point where it romanticizes the myth of Rome’s foundation in terms of the married Sabine matron. In one sequence, Romulus surprises Ersilia in a lush garden that is attractively lit from the side. She rebuffs his love only to yield to it at last. The music that would have accompanied the film on exhibition is unlikely, at this earlier stage, to have been drawn directly from opera, but the scene clearly draws on opera seria’s conventions: the plotline of a woman suffering a forbidden love; an intertitle drawing attention to her emotional backstory (she ‘had lived unhappily with [her husband] Acron’); the centring in the mise-en-scène of the actress (who is credited at the start as Clotilde de Maria); her use of the gestural codes of opera for her passionate agony, romantic confession and prayers for pardon; the closure in a loving embrace.

Additionally, the film does not end, as it had begun, centred on King Romulus – at least in its surviving prints – but on Ersilia posed at the front of the film frame with her arms outstretched between the warring Romans and Sabines as she pleads for their reconciliation. Her gesture recalls this same scene as depicted in 1799 by the painter Jacques-Louis David. He had used the body of a Sabine woman, in a smooth sculptural style and vastly grander allegorical register, to symbolize the mother country (la patrie or the French Republic) seeking an end to revolutionary conflict through an appeal to family.13 But, by comparison with the painting, the camera is positioned closer, before a less emblematic woman standing in a much humbler, rural setting. The film also portrays the abduction and the courtship of Ersilia by Romulus but omits their marriage.14 In the social context of 1910, when the Catholic Church was continuing to prohibit divorce in Italy,15 this ending may thus inadvertently invite spectators to consider it a victory for a homely adulteress.

Doorways into history: the imperial family
Narratives of imperial history also reappear on the silent cinema screen mediated by post-antique traditions for placing Roman women centre stage. For discussion of imperial history in this and the next section, I have selected three films (respectively Italian, French and American) set in the reign of the emperor Nero and released between 1911 and the start of the First World War.

The opening decorative titles of the Italian film Agrippina (dir. Enrico Guazzoni, 1911) make its allegiance to the stage explicit through their display of the masks of Graeco-Roman theatre. Yet Guazzoni’s film also demonstrates its ambition to break away from theatrical space when it introduces its three principal actors (the emperor, his mother and the poisoner Locusta). Each of them poses close to the camera in the costume of their character and turns disturbingly to stare out at the audience in the cinema. Agrippina is the first.16

The plot of the film draws on a performance tradition that had staged aspects of Agrippina’s involvement in the accession of Nero to the imperial throne in 54 CE, her loss of power over her son when he repudiated his wife Octavia for his mistress Poppaea, and Agrippina’s murder in 59 CE. Such dramas developed a vulnerable though ambitious woman who sings of her feelings (romantic as well as maternal), thus pulling away from their source in Tacitus Annales 14 where the empress only twice speaks directly.17 According to Judith Ginsburg, the monstrous Agrippina in Tacitus is fundamentally different from that in visual evidence where she embodies the sanctity of the imperial household. In the historian’s rhetorical schema, Agrippina’s transgressions of the then limits on her gender function as a living critique of the imperial dynasty; the dysfunctions of this mother in the imperial household (cruel, scheming, incestuous and tyrannical) stand for the dysfunctions of the state.18

In the first part of Agrippina, in Tacitean mode, we witness the empress before the dead body of her husband Claudius examining with excitement an empty chalice that had clearly contained a fatal poison. Then, in graphic depictions of her transgression of Roman conceptions of gender, and in the presence of the imperial household, she takes from the corpse the mantle of power and places it around the shoulders of her son. She enters the senate house with Nero and herself anoints him the new emperor by passing him a laurel crown. Later she is seen in the foreground of a shot demonstrating her power over her son as she drives away his mistress, and centre frame when she threatens to put Britannicus on the throne in his place. But as Agrippina loses her authority, and Nero turns to the poisons of Locusta, some sympathy is solicited by the film for her. The weight of perversity shifts over to her son in the banquet scene, where Nero has his rival poisoned before the eyes of his horrified guests. The dinner is arranged in a frontal, painterly composition and tinted in degenerate pink. It evokes by way of contrast Christ’s last supper and the identification of Nero as the Antichrist promoted by the early Church.19

Nero now conspires to have his mother murdered. The portrayal of the tribune’s first attempt departs radically from theatrical space to depict on location by the sea, and from multiple camera positions and distances, the fear and determination of a woman trying to save herself from drowning (Figure 2.2). The screen is tinted blue as the tribune breaks the ship’s rail against which Agrippina is leaning, green as she clutches a plank in the water, sepia as she grips a rock, and blue again as she is rescued and carried to shore. Operas had expressed musically the tormented thoughts of the empress (as in her aria in Act 2 of Handel’s eighteenth-century opera), but not staged violence against her. The film, as well as undoubtedly expressing turmoil through its musical accompaniment, dramatically colour-codes Agrippina’s distress as it shows the attack against her and her escape from it at length and in full view.
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Figure 2.2 Agrippina cries for help after an attempt to drown her, screenshot from Agrippina (1911). Collection Eye Filmmuseum, the Netherlands.

By the end of the film, plotline, mise-en-scène, camerawork, acting, colour and music have all built up sympathy for a mother who had been ambitious for her son, concerned with the proprieties of marriage and courageous in her initial evasion of death. A Turin film magazine describes how, finally, Nero’s assassin confronts the empress in her palace with his sword ‘and Agrippina dies pierced, after having offered him her belly, to punish herself for having given life to a monster like Nero’ (La Vita Cinematografica no. 1, 5 January 1911, and following the gesture described in Tacitus Annales 14.8). Although the murder of the empress occurs offscreen, the camera pans left – remarkably for the time of production – to focus on the dignified performance of her dying moments.20 In contrast to the Tacitean annalistic narrative of the corruption of empire, this is where the film ends – focussed on maternal tragedy.

In the same year, a French one-reeler brought into the foreground not the tragedy of Nero’s patrician mother but that of his lowly poisoner. Made for the Gaumont studio, The Son of Locusta (Le fils de Locuste, dir. Louis Feuillade, 1911) pushes the emperor to the margins of the film frame and focuses its narrative, visuals and emotional perspective on this mother’s suffering. The opening is set in Locusta’s own small home, where she first tenderly kisses her son goodbye before he heads off to a party and then apprehensively cooks up poisons in her kitchen at the demand of her imperial visitor. As a slave carries the vessel containing the poison intended for Nero’s rival Britannicus through the streets it is seized by the partygoers, and Locusta’s son subsequently drinks the contents unwittingly. At the end of the film, again in her home, Locusta refuses to work any longer for the emperor because her awful occupation, of which her son had been ignorant, has caused his death.

The film’s prolific French director, Louis Feuillade, advocated a type of painterly cinema he called Aesthetic Film and, in the period 1909 to 1912, regularly drew on classical and biblical themes to produce it.21 Yet Locusta has only a minor role to play in the ancient sources as a favoured ‘tool of despotism’ (Tac., Ann. 12.66).22 Nor was she the lead character in any drama before 1911, unlike Agrippina, Poppaea and Octavia.23 In Racine’s canonical tragedy Britannicus (1669), she is only mentioned as author of the poison ready for use against Nero’s rival and, in the more recent nineteenth-century painterly tradition inspired by Racine’s brief account, she is depicted as an exotic hag eager to display to the emperor the suffering her poisons can achieve.24 Thus, in its dedication to the agony of a mother over the death of her son, Feuillade’s film is classical only in its Neronian setting. It is otherwise a gripping fiction.

Locusta, played by the famed silent film actress Renée Carl, movingly berates herself (beating her chest with her fists) when she realizes it was she who instigated the accident whereby her son drank the poison meant for Britannicus. The scenario refers to the final scene as the moment when Locusta displays to the emperor the corpse of her ‘only and beloved’ son, ‘innocent victim of their dark plots’.25 But the film sheds some of the son’s innocence onto the mother when, in Gaumont’s attractive colour toning, it composes her pictorially. She cradles his body like a shockingly secular version of the Pietà (Figure 2.3). A brochure designed by Gaumont to sell the film to exhibitors clearly feels the need to go beyond this feminine conclusion and into the terrain of Tacitus and Racine, explaining that Nero remains unmoved and demands another poison by which Britannicus was finally murdered in 56 CE.26

Here cinema’s feminization of Roman history invites from spectators some sympathy with a lower-class criminal. The emergence of the criminal as protagonist within French films of the 1910s, of which Feuillade became a master in his serials Fantômas (1913–14) and Les Vampires (1915–16), has been understood, where it concerns female characters, as a manifestation on screen of an anxiety that the increased presence of women in the public domain might threaten social order. Yet the realist display on screen of the fate of working-class and female criminals is understood also as morally ambiguous, given that cinema was a mass art form attracting an audience mixed in terms of class and gender. The genre came to be condemned by critics as unhealthy for susceptible lower-class audiences and detrimental to any attempt to elevate cinema to the level of a respectable artform.27 Perhaps some members of the audience watching this version of Roman history in 1911, alongside other films starring Renée Carl in modern settings, would have appreciated then, as we do now, the depths to which women can be driven by coercive males.28
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Figure 2.3 Locusta displays the corpse of her son to Nero, in The Son of Locusta (1911). Collection Eye Filmmuseum, the Netherlands.

Doorways into history: martyrdom
Compared to Agrippina or Locusta, the female martyr of my third example set in the reign of Nero is assigned unambiguous moral authority. The American feature film The Sign of the Cross was released by the studio Famous Players at Christmas time in 1914 better to milk profit from its subject matter of religious uplift. It was directed by Frederick A. Thomson with a runtime in its surviving prints of roughly 70 minutes. In her study of martyrdom and gender in early Christianity, Gail Streete observed that martyrdom gave spiritual power to those who had little earthly power, such as slaves and women. Female martyrdom in the arena exhibited the strength of the Christian faith but also that of women who were seen to overcome the perceived limitations of their minds and bodies and die heroically, like men.29 We might, therefore, expect the representation of female martyrdom on screen to challenge traditional gender categories. But the martyr in The Sign of the Cross is an invention, drawn from the highly metaphoric Roman world of a late nineteenth-century spectacular melodrama by the British playwright Wilson Barrett. In his play, evangelical Christianity – embodied in Mercia or ‘Compassion’ – stands up against the decadence of the corrupted Neronian court. Through Mercia’s ‘ennobling influence’, Nero’s prefect Marcus Superbus or ‘Arrogance’ renounces power and joins her in martyrdom in the arena. The play experienced prolonged success when performed in the United States and Mercia’s role in it was used to promote attendance at church.30

The film stays faithful to the play in its formulation of a strong female protagonist acted on screen by Rosina Henley. Mercia is first seen kneeling in a humble dwelling before a Christian elder who educates her in the faith, but soon she confronts a mob in the streets of Rome and protects her teacher from a beating. In a later scene, she is given the responsibility of telling the Christian community about a meeting at which they will hear the words of the Apostle Paul. At the evening gathering in the countryside, it is Mercia who holds a full-sized cross over the faithful listening to the sermon. When the Christians are arrested, Mercia is rescued by the lustful Marcus but then imprisoned by him in his villa. She escapes resourcefully by piling a stool on a bench and abseiling out a high window.

In the second half of the film, Mercia comforts the Christians in the dungeons (whom she has sought out voluntarily) and humbles Marcus with her spiritual commitment when fetched back to his house and subjected to an assault by him. The Moving Picture World for 2 January 1915 (p. 82) reported: ‘One of the finest moments of the story is where Superbus, carried away by his passion, showers kisses upon the shrinking girl. As a woman of faith she repels him, but it is the weak-hearted battle of a being under stress of conflicting emotions.’ The review summarily dismisses the strength of female faith, resorting instead to the supposed frailty of female feeling. When again cast into the dungeons, Mercia draws Marcus to the paradise of martyrdom and is courageously prepared to face death in the arena with him. Yet, at the end of the film, Mercia’s leadership of the Christian community and defiance of Rome’s patriarchal authority is radically overturned when Marcus is represented as leading her up the dungeon steps into the arena. Mercia is last seen in the embrace and under the protection of her husband in Christ (Figure 2.4). She dies not masculinized, as in the martyrologies of the early Church, but conventionally re-domesticated into the passive wifeliness of modern American Christianity. Motion Picture News (12 December 1914, 10.23, p. 32) tellingly remarked: ‘Miss Rosina Henley makes a sweet and womanly Mercia.’


[image: ]
Figure 2.4 Marcus embraces Mercia protectively as they await death in the arena, screenshot from The Sign of the Cross (1914). Collection Eye Filmmuseum, the Netherlands.

The earlier scene in which Mercia repels Marcus at his villa is of additional interest for its meta-cinematic implications – there is nothing equivalent in the source play. Mercia is provided with commanding dialogue here: ‘Desist from me Marcus Superbus and look up to the cross.’ As they sit side by side, she tells him with highly animated gestures and facial expressions the story of the life of Christ. Intertitles deliver snatches of her reverential account which is also intercut with pictures of events from the birth of Christ to his crucifixion, all reminiscent of sacred paintings and framed in an iris. The scene operates not just at the narrative level to mark the power of the cross to convert, but also at a meta-cinematic level to substantiate the ethical value of motion pictures. By the 1910s, cinema-going had become a major social practice and a great cause of concern for reformers. They undertook a concerted drive to make motion pictures a wholesome form of entertainment and education for all (including workers, women, immigrants and children). In response, the American film industry claimed potential for cinema as an instrument for moral improvement and sought for it respectability and even prestige through the production of substantial feature films on appropriate themes.31 Mercia in the film thus behaves like a pious film director conjuring up scenes of the life of Christ and Marcus like the ideal film spectator – totally transformed by the uplifting spectacle placed before him. This gendering of film production as directed by a virtuous female for the uplift of an aberrant male is thus in stark contrast to that implied by the animation of the birth of Venus with which I began.32

Pathways to the present: imperial stardom
Spectators in the 1910s would have seen Ersilia, Agrippina, Locusta and Mercia in programmes containing other genres such as comedies, melodramas and documentaries, or would have watched the actresses who played these figures from the Roman world on other occasions in films with modern settings. Drawn to Roman history in this way, audiences were offered an opportunity to consider – in the extreme – questions about the place of women in the modern world. How spectators responded to these women of the distant past may have been determined by the aspect of Roman history selected for representation, the narrative and the acting in these films, the music that always accompanied them (colouring aurally the characters on screen) and the social context in which these films were consumed, including changing attitudes to the place of women in the family and society. But how viewers responded might also have been determined to some extent by their gender. In the absence of much data from the early decades of the twentieth century on the responses of individual women to the feminization of Roman history on screen, I shall finish by focussing on how a pathway was deliberately constructed from the women on screen to contemporary women through the star system – a system that had been developed by national film industries in the course of the 1910s in part to encourage women to go to the cinema.33 Here I will compare two films that involve the alignment of Roman empresses with post-war film stars.

The epic Messalina was directed by Enrico Guazzoni and released in 1923 during a time of profound crisis for the Italian film industry.34 The film includes the, by now, conventional Christian girl of earlier historical films who is rescued on multiple occasions from abuse or ravishment, but narrative and visual centrality is given over to the empress. Audiences could observe Messalina caressing one lover and stirring jealousy in another, accosting strangers in the street to have sex with her and falling in love with the Christian girl’s beloved – a charioteer. She dismisses a consular plea to respect her husband and the laws of Rome. She leads gladiators into the arena to rescue the charioteer from the penalty of death and dismisses a love rival who has legitimately purchased him. Messalina’s few words in the soundtracked print released in the 1930s characterize her as a woman of determination, as in that confrontation with her rival: ‘I make the law.’ Messalina threatens her husband for removing one of her lovers and tells another that she will make him the next emperor. Yet after her denunciation at the end of the film, she is captured sympathetically in chiaroscuro lighting and dies poignantly in close-up.

In 1972, in his film Roma, Federico Fellini sensationalized a young boy’s experience of watching what looks like the sound version of Messalina in a Rimini cinema back in the 1930s. In parodic tones, the director imagines how scenes at the arena generated a strong emotional impact on the modern audience. Transfixed by Messalina gesturing for death from the imperial box, the small boy then turns from the screen to gaze with fascination at the chemist’s wife seated behind him in the cinema. A voice-over informs us that ‘everyone used to say she was worse than Messalina’, and the camera cuts away to a fantastical contemporary scene in which the chemist’s wife transforms into a modern Messalina – dressed in a gauzy, scarlet stola dancing from atop a car for her togaed admirers. According to Fellini at least, cinema’s insatiable Roman empress provoked sexual awakening (much as The Birth of Venus might have provoked sexual pleasure).35 Fellini’s parody also acknowledges that women in the cinema might have responded differently – in the director’s filmic memory, the boy’s mother cries piously over the empress’s extreme cruelty to the Christians. However, in Guazzoni’s original film, Messalina is performed with considerable emotive force by the Italian film star Countess Rina de Liguoro and publicity about this ‘diva’ generated a carefully controlled colouring of her off-screen persona by the empress she played on screen, in stark contrast to the intensely sexualized conflation of a modern woman with the empress that Fellini so vividly imagined.36

On screen, the diva was often shot in close-up, in luxurious surroundings, dressed in gorgeous costumes, an entrancing heroine liberated from the constraints of family and focussed on the satisfaction of her own desires. She was also captured in advertising stills as Messalina, posed glamorously before her mirror or reclining sensuously (see Figure 3.1 in the next chapter). The invitation to adoration of the star is enacted meta-cinematically at the opening of the film, where we see the empress enjoying the adulation of the Roman masses, and at its close, when her corpse is tenderly covered and saluted by the crowds. Off screen, the alignment of the empress and De Liguoro imprinted shades of power, wealth and sensuality on the budding star persona of the actress. She was hailed as ‘opulent’, ‘dark’, ‘passionate’, ‘enervating’, a paradoxically congenial femme fatale given that she also appeared in her publicity as a glamorous, aristocratic woman comfortable in the world of modern leisure (driving her car, smoking cigarettes).37 The performance of De Liguoro and her alignment off screen with Messalina opened the way to an international career for the actress, and her success as the last diva of the silent era built on this role may have been the basis for the anecdote that the star carefully preserved the tunic she had worn as the empress in order to be buried in it.38

From the 1920s onwards, both the Catholic Church and the Fascist regime were placing constraints on female sexual desire and attempting to push women back into the home.39 The death of the empress at the end of Messalina may have allayed the anxieties of some Italian spectators about the film’s representation of what contemporary female spectators were not supposed to do: actively desire a man or seek power outside the home. Yet the alignment of film star and screen character rendered De Liguoro magnificently imperial and, equally, rendered Messalina intriguingly modern. Guazzoni’s film may thus have found itself inviting some spectators to experience it as the tragedy of an exceptional woman who rises for a moment above social constraints on female ambition and sexual assertion.40

By the early 1930s, Hollywood had developed its industrial systems for selling films into an economy that reduced further the distance between its spectators and female stars, encouraging not just adoration from afar but also some aspiration. The rising star Claudette Colbert was heavily featured in fan magazines as a key attraction in the lead-up to the exhibition of Paramount’s new version of The Sign of the Cross, released in December 1932 and directed by Cecil B. DeMille. Such magazines were addressed to a readership conceived of as heterosexual and female, and they placed emphasis on the opportunity the film offered to see Colbert no longer playing her customary role of a nice but fallible modern woman. The October 1932 edition of the monthly magazine Screenland displayed an ‘exclusive’ full-length photograph of Colbert dressed in one of her revealing Poppaea costumes accompanied by a caption declaring that the actress was ‘going wicked’ in her new film (25.6, p. 70). Earlier in the same copy (25.6, p. 27), the first feature by the new beauty editor Elinor Guthrie had been introduced as: ‘Packed with lure and promise for all girls, everywhere—and particularly girls who, at the movies, see themselves in the speaking shadows of Joan Crawford, or Connie Bennett, or Claudette Colbert. “See” themselves—until they get home and glance into a mirror, and find that, despite a resemblance, something has come between them and the personality they dreamed of achieving.’41 By implication, the beauty editorial will smooth the path of female spectators toward a resemblance with particular film stars.

In its struggle to survive the Depression, Paramount ran an extensive publicity campaign to sell its first talking epic based on the promises of spiritual uplift and sensory pleasure.42 When, in the same month, the fan magazine Movie Classic summarized The Sign of the Cross for its readers as ‘a religious picture with worldly trimmings’ (3.2, p. 12), it was becoming clear that Colbert-as-Poppaea would constitute a significant part of those trimmings. As Mercia, Elissa Landi has a much bigger role in the film than Colbert, playing in historical costume a contemporary American ideal of the submissive and considerate housewife.43 But, in her intermittent appearances, Colbert’s Poppaea stands out for her fashionable sex appeal.44

Halfway through the film, a scene of religious persecution ends with the camera focussed on a large wooden cross clutched in the hand of a dead Christian elder. It is abruptly juxtaposed with a close-up of a cheetah lying chained up on a plush cushion. The director’s trademark use of such objective correlatives heralds a scene in which Colbert’s Poppaea, who is tickling the cheetah from a fur-strewn couch, will unleash a feline sexual decisiveness.45 Costume, make-up and dialogue combine to cast a sheen of 1930s risqué glamour on the wife of Nero. The actress wears a sleeveless, asymmetric backless gown slit up to the thigh that had been designed by Mitchell Leisen to follow the latest Parisian styles. A deep décolleté, chains of pearls and an elaborate belt accentuate her breasts and hips. Soft side-lighting brings out the shimmering surface of the clinging fabric and draws the filmgoer’s consumer gaze onto Colbert’s expressive face, made up in 1930s style – thin, plucked eyebrows, dark lashes, shadowed eyelids and cupid-bow lips.46 The English dialogue also draws the distant Roman past into the 1930s present, with little concession to the fiction that this is the Latin spoken among the Roman elite.47 Poppaea has ordered Marcus to the imperial palace to express her resentful feelings:


Sit close to me Marcus. [She pulls him closer by his wrist.] I’ve loved you. You’ve never returned that love. You’ve hardly been – friendly. Oh, I know, you haven’t wanted a vile court intrigue with me. I haven’t either particularly. But what else is there? So I’ve waited, thinking you’ve kept away out of loyalty to Nero and that finally you would comfort me in spite of it. So I’ve waited, being jealous and hurt, while you played with a dozen less admirable women.



The publicity for The Sign of the Cross, and responses to it in fan magazines, tugs Depression spectators towards conflicting forms of engagement with the film’s versions of femininity – virtuous sympathy for the sufferings of Mercia and comfort in her salvation or worldly aspiration to purchase the sexual allure of Poppaea. The early 1930s witnessed a backlash against the further empowerment of women in the public arena, after they had achieved nationally the right to vote in 1920 and were entering the workforce in large numbers just as men were losing their jobs. Some spectators might have approved the pretty nonchalance with which, later in the film, Colbert-as-Poppaea shrugs off the accusation that she is a harlot (having manipulated her husband to have Mercia sent to the arena). But her transgressions of conventional femininity within the film are limited to her control over her body and her sexuality, and soon the tightening of the Production Code regulations would shut down explicit manifestations of even this limited, beauty-culture conception of ‘going wicked’.48

Conclusion
I would argue, on the basis of this selective study, that silent and early sound films are important access points for female spectators to the women of ancient Rome. The Birth of Venus (c. 1897–1902) demonstrates that, at its origins, cinema often presented women as objects of male visual pleasure, even requiring female spectators to leave venues when such ‘saucy’ scenes were on display. Around the 1910s, however, the development of film’s technology (towards colour and camera movement, the point-of-view shot and, eventually, the close-up), the elaboration of dramatic gestural codes and character-driven emotive music, and the crediting of actors who became recognizable for their performance across ancient and modern settings, invited audience engagement with Roman women, from empresses and queens to more humble martyrs and poisoners. The introduction of sound dialogue enabled the commands of both Messalina and Poppaea to be heard, while the emergence of the star system and cinema’s bond with the retail industry created a further invitation targeted specifically at women not just to engage with the extraordinary conditions experienced by Roman women on screen but to introduce some of that glamour into their lives outside the cinema.

Two key reasons have emerged for this process of feminization. Firstly, the new medium quickly developed cultural ambition. In order to achieve the status of art, it told stories appropriated from prestigious artworks that had already highlighted the experience of Roman women. Secondly, the new medium quickly developed commercial ambition and as film industries matured, they attempted to widen their audience. Roman women were projected on screen to ensure that modern women of all classes would buy cinema tickets to see them. The affective power of these audio-visual Roman women is also sometimes recognized within the films themselves: Venus breaks the fourth wall directly to solicit admiration; Mercia plays the director of a cinema that uplifts; Messalina receives adulation from her film’s embedded spectators.

The process of feminizing Roman history also appears to become bolder over time as changes occur in the institutions of filmmaking, the practices of filmgoing and the conditions of women in society. In the first decades of the twentieth century, cinema’s frequent imaginative focus on Roman women, alongside its address to audiences diverse in ethnicity, class, age and gender, challenged the authority of our primary sources for ancient Rome as well as modern cultural institutions for their dissemination, such as schools and museums. And those historically distant figures on screen flowed out into the lives of modern women in and beyond the cinema. If these representations of Roman women were still rather circumscribed in their social force by the prevailing conditions for women in the early twentieth century, there always remained the possibility that individual spectators might react against the grain to cinema’s apparent critiques of, or constraints on, female power.49
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CHAPTER 3

A THREEFOLD FEMININE DIVINITY:
THE FEMALE CHARACTERS IN MESSALINA (1923)

Stella Dagna

The first half of the 1920s in Italy was a difficult period marked first by the post-war crisis and then by the advent and consolidation of the Fascist regime. Women, in this as in many other circumstances, had to shoulder much of the burden of these dramatic transformations. During the war, they had taken on, willingly or unwillingly, many jobs hitherto considered to be the prerogative of men and, in general, a large part of the responsibility for keeping the national civil system going behind the firing line. Immediately after the end of the conflict, however, large sectors of a now traumatized Italian society attempted to restore the pre-war status quo, aspiring to relegate women once again to the traditional role of the ‘angel of hearth and home’ devoted exclusively to motherhood and the family. However, it was not so easy to turn back the hands of time. The war had upended pre-war economic and family structures; once the awareness of the possibility of new patterns of life, relationships, consumption and work had been established, it became impossible to completely stop their spread.1 This condition of profound division between the irresistible new demands of the post-war world and the aspiration for a (seemingly) reassuring return to tradition necessarily provoked consequences not only in the political-social sphere, but also in the private lives of the women and girls of that period.

The cinema, with its phantasmic power, has always contributed particularly effectively to bringing to the surface (often unintentionally) the repressed part of the collective imagination of an era and a place. So, too, in the years after the First World War in Italy, for spectators the cinema was a space for the projection of desire and mirroring. These projections, however, were not always reassuring. The psychiatrist Guglielmo Mondio, active in the 1920s, considered cinema ‘the greatest source of serious damage to psychic life in general and the sexuality of adolescents in particular’.2 In one of the medical reports intended to prove his thesis, he recounts the case of one of his young patients, seventeen-year-old Letteria. The girl, a frequent cinemagoer together with her mother and twelve-year-old sister, showed signs of imbalance one evening after returning from a show. Summoned urgently by her family, the doctor found her in the midst of a terrible nervous crisis:


she was utterly deranged, slightly agitated, hallucinating, delirious and sleepless. The following day, on my first visit, she was naked and did not want to get dressed because neither Messalina, she said, nor Viennese women used to dress up, being herself for one moment Messalina, for another a Viennese woman.3



In her delirium, the girl referred to two ‘scandalous’ films she had seen on previous evenings: Stroheim’s Merry-go-round (distributed in Italy in 1923 as Donne viennesi, which means ‘Viennese women’) and Messalina, an Italian peplum or historical epic. Evidently, according to Mondio, contact with a phantasmic reality, in which the moral laws that governed her everyday life were suspended, had upset Letteria’s morbid imagination. Indeed, for a long time afterwards, the young woman suffered hallucinations inspired precisely by ‘film scenes’.4

Merry-go-round is a provocative film, still considered one of the masterpieces of the ‘cinema of cruelty’. Messalina, on the other hand, was born from very different premises. It was a big-budget colossal with ambitions to be an historical fresco, directed by Enrico Guazzoni, a middle-aged director with a good reputation. During filming, he had even received the King of Italy on the set, who had come to show his support for Italian cinema.5 The display of eroticism that (in Mondio’s opinion) shocked young Letteria was therefore manifested in a film that could be considered the expression of an Italian film industry which had always been predominantly bourgeois and conservative. In the 1920s, most of its leading personalities (almost all men) still belonged to a generation that had been brought up at the turn of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Although they were aware of the need to adapt to a new post-war modernity, they did not really understand the irreversible mark that the traumatic experience of the First World War had left on the collective imagination. Their sensitivity and their taste remained those of men of the Belle Époque.6

Indirectly, I would argue, Messalina speaks of this ‘nostalgia for continuity’. Several elements suggest that it may be ‘exemplary’ in that regard. The film, in attempting to provide a response to a moment of serious crisis in film production, unintentionally highlighted how this same crisis was also rooted in a general inability of a large part of the intellectual class of the time to assimilate the new post-war social reality and its consequences: the revolutionary demands of workers, their loss of trust in the ruling classes that had led to massacres in the trenches and, not least, the emergence of a new female agency. My hypothesis is that in the historical film this ‘discomfort’ with the present, as often happened (and happens), was expressed with great clarity in the fictional construction of archetypal female models. The idea was probably that, through the multiplication and reinforcement of clichés of femininity, one could both celebrate the reassuring continuity of tradition and exorcise the dangers of a woman claiming her autonomy (especially in the erotic field), while nonetheless exploiting the commercial appeal of such a woman.

Messalina, as far as can be judged today, does not measure up to the great historical films that made the fortune of Italian silent cinema in the pre-war period. And yet, as I shall argue, it is precisely the film’s relative inability to withstand the tensions on which its ideological system is based that makes its female characters more interesting and emblematic than they were probably designed to be.

The golden age
In order fully to understand the tensions that produced Messalina, it is important first to consider briefly how the great crisis for cinema of the early post-war period came about. The early 1910s had been the golden age of Italian cinema. Italian film production had triumphed in New York, London and Paris, primarily (though not exclusively) due to the grand display of historical films set in ancient Rome. Quo Vadis? (1913), Cabiria (1914) and the other pepla of the period amazed the world and set the standard for epic filmmaking. They were choral films of great ambition that told stories of political diplomacy and war. Enrico Guazzoni was one of the directors considered among the inventors and masters of the genre.7

This great moment of Italian historical cinema had no shortage of charismatic, seductive female characters often steeped in religious and moral symbolism. But, ultimately, these women are often presented in light of their relationship with a man. In Caserini’s Nerone e Agrippina (1914), the protagonist has her narrative arc built primarily around her love–hate relationship with her son. A partial exception is the magnificent portrayal of the Carthaginian noblewoman Sofonisba in Cabiria (1914). Although she is made the object of a political exchange between her father and her suitors, she is characterized by complex psychology and, in the author’s opinion, delivers one of the most beautiful declarations of independence in Italian silent cinema (and not just by a woman). On the verge of death, in front of the statues of her gods, she strips herself of all her ornaments and declares: ‘In me sola mi compio’ (‘In me alone, I am fulfilled’).

The heroines of Italian historical films, however, were always set in a network of relationships with multiple characters, in spaces crowded with countless extras and in plots where their story was just one among many others. This choral dimension of films set in the classical past was one of the innovations that Guazzoni claimed for himself.8 However, the ‘solos’, particularly the female ones, were destined to take their revenge: after only a few years, the fashion of the historical colossal, due to high production costs and a certain narrative repetitiveness, quickly died out. Following the success of the melodrama Ma l’amor mio non muore! (1913), the first screen performance of the theatrical prima donna Lyda Borelli, the leading national genre became the ‘diva film’, built around the bodies and faces of the most popular leading actresses. The Italian divas, with their elegance and passionate approach to life, established not only a type of cinema but also a model of behaviour and a ‘public image’ that female spectators of the time, often belonging to the proletariat and the petty bourgeoisie, took as their reference point. For several years, Francesca Bertini was one of the most famous women in the world. The most conservative commentators accused the entire generation of girls of the time of borelleggiare (i.e. of imitating Borelli’s languid behaviour)9 and of indulging in menichellism, putting their virtue at risk.10 This in spite of the fact that the heroines of the ‘diva films’, with the partial exception of those played by Pina Menichelli, often were not femme fatales but rather unfortunate creatures destined to suffer the tragic consequences of unhappy romances.11 But even this vogue faded within a few years. In the late 1910s and early 1920s, the once-flourishing industry of shadows was withering away.

Crisis
The 1920s were one of the darkest periods in the history of Italian cinema. World war had undermined the distribution chain: production collapsed, companies in the sector went bankrupt and the few films produced had virtually no market outside Italy’s national borders. The Italian film world reacted with understandable dismay to this rapid debacle.12 There were also clumsy attempts to take some remedial action. In film magazines, complaints alternated with revival strategies. It was necessary – they wrote – to rediscover the ‘Italic spirit’ and to revive national production by exploiting the dictates of the special ‘artistic sense’ of which the national tradition was considered the repository. That artistic sense along with the sun, good food, and ancient Rome’s greatness were known as the perfect combination to form a patriotic cliché that nationalists were particularly proud of in those years.13

These are the lofty ambitions from which the idea of making Messalina was born. The film was proposed from the outset as yet another model for the relaunch of national production. Guazzoni, experienced and reliable, seemed the right man for the job. It is not hard to imagine the strategic thinking behind the project. As we have seen above, the historical colossal of the early 1910s and the cinema of the divas of the war years were the main genres that had made Italian cinema famous. The idea was that to get back to the old glory, it was necessary to mix and try to synthesize these genres and raise the stakes on the ‘attractions’ that had led to their success.

Since mass scenes and spectacular sets were popular with pepla audiences back in the pre-war period, they had to be revived with even more extensive reconstructions and larger crowds. Messalina gathers all the spectacular topoi of the genre, including endless parades, monumental piazzas full of people, wild banquets, magical views of Lake Alba and, most of all, the picturesque chariot race that inspired Fred Niblo just two years later in his film Ben Hur (1925).14 Was it instead the erotic appeal of Lyda Borelli and Francesca Bertini that drew crowds to the cinema in the second half of the 1910s? Then, an even juicier show had to be promised to viewers. Above all, in the new colossal, the female figures of the classical world had to earn their narrative and visual centrality. For better and, more importantly, for worse.

A threefold feminine divinity
Messalina, therefore, is a peplum set in first-century CE Rome with a big budget (especially for the time) and equally big ambitions. The film, released between 1923 and 1924,15 narrates the fictionalized story of Valeria Messalina (25–48 BCE), from the assassination of Caligula that saw her rise to power as the wife of the new emperor Claudius to her death hunted by her husband’s praetorians. Many of the characters in the film are inspired by real historical figures: besides Messalina, her lovers Marcus Vinicius and Gaius Silius, the emperors Claudius and Caligula, the powerful freedman Narcissus. At the same time, the exploits of the empress are interwoven with the adventures of an equally large number of fictional characters, in particular the young and beautiful lovers Egle and Ennius, both enslaved people, oppressed by the jealous Egyptian priestess Mirit and supported by their faithful strongman Tigrane. This rather complex plot lasted nearly three hours of running time by blending erotic adventures with legends and reconstructions of historical facts.

Messalina failed in its attempt to revive the national film industry (probably for that purpose no film could have succeeded), but, as far as we can infer today, it was a success at a time when successes were rare in Italian cinema. This is evidenced by two observations: the existence of various re-releases of the film and the reports in magazines of enthusiastic audience responses (even if they should always be taken with a grain of salt, since reviews in magazines were often advertisements in disguise). According to certain correspondents, the premiere at the Cinema Teatro Corso in Rome was ‘triumphal’ and accompanied by roaring applause while, in foreign markets, Italian magazines attributed ‘enthusiastic success’ to the film;16 in Belgium, for example, where the shelf life of Italian films never normally exceeded eight days, Messalina filled the cinemas for two whole weeks.17 Furthermore, thanks to her interpretation, the protagonist, Rina De Liguoro (née Elena Caterina Catardi), was projected for a moment into cinema’s divine empyrean (Figure 3.1).18

Although Messalina boasts of having a charismatic protagonist, the narrative does not revolve around her. At the centre of the production is a triplice divinità muliebre (a ‘threefold feminine divinity’), according to the film’s double-page advertisement in La rivista cinematografica (Figure 3.2).19 Messalina is at the top, but at the base of the trio is Mirit, introduced as ‘la principessa egiziana rivale di Messalina’ (‘the Egyptian princess rival of Messalina’), and Egle, ‘bellissima schiava dal corpo scultoreo’ (‘the beautiful slave with a statuesque body’). The increase in female characters is undoubtedly to be understood as part of the logic of accumulation. On screen, women’s beauty was an attraction as much as natural disasters: ‘Fairs, women, animals, fires, earthquakes, everything serves […] to build the film in the guise of a gigantic factory’ wrote a film historian in the 1950s about Guazzoni’s production style.20 This ‘crown of beautiful women we scarcely see in one film’21 was considered ‘a real gift for the eyes’22 by foreign critics of the time.


[image: ]
Figure 3.1 Messalina/Rina De Liguoro at the height of her triumph. Advertising postcard, author’s collection.
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Figure 3.2 Example of advertisements for Messalina published in Italian magazines, introducing the protagonists of the ‘threefold feminine divinity’. Coll. Museo Nazionale del Cinema.

However, there is more to it than the multiplication of women: Messalina, while lacking the modernity it sought to achieve, does try to put its female characters and their relationships at the centre of the action, perhaps to emulate the success of the diva films. From this point of view, Messalina is genuinely a ‘female’ film in which women (not one woman, a single diva, but several women and their interactions) are the engine that drives the story forward. Although, according to the oldest clichés, these women are all competing for the same man, the charioteer Ennius.

Multiple versions
By its very nature, film, as a material object, is subject to transformation and disappearance. In the analogue era, prints were exposed to breakage, physical damage and chemical decay but also, as in this case, to reissues, re-editing and cutting. It is important to take this ease of manipulation into account when analysing the style or ideology of a film produced in the first decades of the twentieth century23 and the case of Messalina is particularly complex and interesting for issues of gender representation. To my knowledge, there are three different prints of Guazzoni’s Messalina that survive today, each very different in terms of length, editing and structuring of the story. We are speaking of three editions of the film released at different times and in which intertitles change and editing differences also profoundly alter the essential nature of the characters. For this reason, before delving into analysis of the female archetypes staged in the film, it is useful to take stock of what we know about the origin and material history of our reference copies.


	A.The copy of Messalina that can be viewed today and is probably closest to what viewers saw in 1924 is a colour nitrate positive with Italian intertitles held by the Fondazione Cineteca Italiana in Milan. The recently digitized copy runs to 137 minutes. It is therefore presumably the oldest and certainly the most complete version of the film available today, although it is not certain whether its intertitles are the original ones.24 Many narrative junctures that were unclear in the other editions regain here a more compelling narrative logic and some characters take on greater importance. However, the copy lacks some brief scenes, even important ones such as the confrontation between Mirit and Messalina for possession of Ennius and the last shots in which the Roman crowd pays homage to the corpse of the empress. It is difficult today to trace the causes of these gaps: they could be censorship interventions or simply cuts due to conservation problems.

	B.The second print was for many years considered the ‘vulgate’ of the film before the Milanese copy was made available to scholars. In 1979, the CSC-Cineteca Nazionale in Rome reprinted a black-and-white 35mm sound reissue, sixty-four minutes long, dubbed but with Italian intertitles that summarize the plot’s most complex passages. Minerva Film probably distributed this version in the thirties. It was soundtracked with the Tobis Klangfilm system, a patent with which Europeans tried to counter American technological hegemony in the new field of sound cinema.25 This version is less than half the length of the original film. Using editing and, above all, extended cuts, it alters several parts of the narrative structure originally designed by Guazzoni. Among the most significant changes is the death of Messalina, who chooses here to stab herself before being caught by her pursuers, instead of seducing the soldier pursuing her and only later being forced to commit suicide. The added soundtrack includes, in addition to music, simple dialogue that roughly corresponds to the originally silent images. The discovery that the silent Messalina of De Liguoro was spoken through a sound system might seem exciting (at least for Italian cinema fans). However, it is better not to have high expectations. The dubbing quality is not very good by today’s standards: the need for synchronization at this early stage made almost everyone use only monosyllables. Nevertheless, in this spoken version, even with this concise style of communication, Messalina keeps most of her personality. She registers, if anything, as a woman of action rather than of great speeches.

	C.Finally, a black-and-white 9.5mm silent positive (the small format known as ‘Pathé Baby’) with Italian intertitles is preserved at the Museo Nazionale del Cinema in Turin. This version is also a rerelease, this time distributed by Edizione d’Arte Italica. Unfortunately, this rerelease, which the museum has reprinted on 16mm film, is of low photographic quality and cannot be dated precisely. Probably, it is a print produced between the twenties and the early thirties and was intended for distribution on non-professional circuits, considering that Pathé Baby was a format specifically produced for that kind of distribution. The credits refer to L. Ristori as the curator of this version who, having to drastically reduce the length of the film, made an extreme choice. Instead of thinning out the narrative threads, he focuses only on the intrigues in the palace by cutting out the role of the humble lovers. Thus, all the fictional characters disappear, including Egle and Ennius (which is hard to regret, given their lack of charisma), as well as the Egyptian priestess Mirit and the strongman Tigrane.



One of the passages where, in the Turin copy (C), the re-editing causes the meaning of a key sequence in the film to be changed provides a useful example of how manipulation of copies affects the characterization of women in Messalina. About halfway through the film there is a long sequence set at the Circus Maximus during the public ludi (the public games). In the Milan copy (A), the events appear in a linear fashion: before the running of the quadrigas, the empress takes a triumphal lap of the ring driving her chariot to greet the people gathered in the stands and to bring her ‘fervent good wishes’ to the charioteer Ennius, her favourite. Her audacity and beauty are acclaimed and greeted enthusiastically by the public. During the race, however, Ennius has an accident and falls, victim of a plot by Mirit who has had his horses poisoned in revenge for being rejected by him. The Emperor Claudius, jealous of Ennius, condemns him to death with a ‘thumbs down’, but Messalina descends onto the track escorted by her gladiators and carries off her champion, taking him away from the executioner and saving his life. Only at this point do the people, seeing the bloody rules of the spectacle violated, riot against the empress, calling her a ‘harlot’ and inviting her to ‘return to the Suburra’ with her gladiators. Messalina, true to her temperament, gives everyone a defiant look and leaves. The story, in the Rome sound copy (B), follows a similar development, albeit in more concise terms and with less emphasis on the final protests.26

In the Turin copy (C), however, things turn out differently: the character of Ennius does not appear, so the final uproar of the crowd is only attributed to the fact that, by insisting on parading her chariot around the circus ring, Messalina had ‘profaned’ the place. The next intertitle informs us that ‘Claudius’ irritation was no less’ and indeed, back at the palace, the emperor gives his wife an ominous warning: ‘Messalina bada! Io e il popolo siamo stanchi dei tuoi capricci e della tua condotta’ (‘Messalina beware! I and the people are tired of your whims and conduct’). In the latter version, therefore, the popular revolt against Messalina is not due, as in the other copies, to an actual violation (however justified) of the conventions governing the ritual of the games. It is rather an instinctive and interclass reaction (it is shared by commoners and the emperor) to the blatant manifestation of autonomy by a public figure who, however powerful, is still a woman and as such should maintain a subordinate role – a reaction that, from the film’s perspective, is evidently considered justified and ‘natural’ since there is no need to explain or contextualise it further. The Turin copy (C) of Messalina, as we have seen, was probably distributed in the early 1930s. The ideology behind it, perhaps not surprisingly, is in line with the model of women promoted by Fascism after its rise to power in Italy. Though at first, in order to attract a broader consensus, Mussolini had declared he want to make some small concessions to women’s emancipation, they were quickly abandoned in favour of a policy that considered being wives, mothers and housewives to be the natural destiny of women.27

Messalina: a misogynist icon
Even before Guazzoni’s film, Messalina held a special symbolic status among the ‘opulent pagan women’ of historical cinema, and not just because of her erotic charge.28 Indeed, since the time of Juvenal (who addressed her in his sixth satire, known by the title ‘Against Women’), the empress had been a particularly beloved icon of militant misogyny.29 Before 1923, adaptations of the empress’s life had already been shown on screen.30 Among the most emblematic reworkings of the character prior to the release of Guazzoni’s film in 1923 is Maurice Tourneur’s Woman (1918). It is an episodic film of great formal elegance aimed at demonstrating the female gender’s tendency toward perfidy, with the generous exception of the Red Cross volunteer nurses of the war that had recently ended. Messalina, along with Eve and Eloise, is therefore included in this film’s triad of canonic examples to prove its thesis. While the first woman pushes man to sin, and Eloise unintentionally brings Abelard to ruin, Messalina humiliates men by her refusal to recognize her relationship with one of them as a reference point in the self-construction of her identity. This seems to be one of the most destabilizing elements of her story for patriarchal culture: so much so that, as anticipated, even the Italian divas, who were often described as femmes fatales, are mostly romantic heroines and rarely approach a man solely for their pleasure. So, when Guazzoni had to choose from among the women of antiquity a figure who could rival the glamour of modern divas, he chose an undoubtedly controversial character. It may seem surprising that in the second year of the so-called Fascist ‘revolution’, and for such an institutional film, he chose to show on screen the life of an empress who was considered a model of Roman immorality and did not correspond to the ideals of women being promoted by the regime.

In the film, Messalina’s portrait, while discreetly depicting the character’s lustful nature, is not lacking in grandeur. The empress is portrayed as a depraved, unscrupulous woman but with exceptional will and a fearless spirit, which is explicitly attested by how the film stages her death in the finale, particularly in the Turin copy (C), where the scene is more complete. After the suicide forced upon her by the praetorians, Messalina’s corpse is covered up and greeted respectfully with a Roman salute by the crowd. The salute constitutes public recognition of ‘enemy’ valour that is worthy of the people of Rome. In the sound copy too (B), a line attributed to one of the empress’s political enemies says exactly that: ‘Dopo la morte, non c’è ira nemica’ (‘After death, there is no enemy wrath’).

The choice of the actress also evidences a desire not to reduce the main character to a mere depraved woman in the more clichéd traditions for Messalina. The ‘Countess’ Rina De Liguoro, in her first major role here, was not simply an attractive woman. She was a refined lady and a talented pianist. According to the promotional articles about her, she was ‘a kind and generous soul, driven by a noble feeling of love for the heroes of the Fatherland and the martyrs of life’31 to give a series of concerts for war amputees and had devoted herself to filmmaking only when she was ‘insistently begged’ to do so.32 Moreover, casting an actress with this public image already implied an interpretation of the character that would emphasize her most regal aspects. For De Liguoro, however, the empress was the role of a lifetime. A legend that seems too good to be true even tells how the actress asked in her will to be buried in the tunic she wore on the set.33

Messalina has often been seen over the centuries as the embodiment of an intolerable, disturbing female model, at least in the light of traditional patriarchal conceptions of gender. What is so provocative is not quite her freedom from sexual mores but that she leaves the imperial wedding chamber to prostitute herself in the slums, and does so not out of necessity, strategy or revenge, but purely to satisfy her sexual desires. The film sometimes seems confusingly to let Messalina’s profoundly transgressive potential surface, albeit ‘held back’ by a series of narrative tactics created to limit its impact. The empress is shown on the screen cheerfully courting a stranger on the street on her way to the Suburra. In the next scene, however, following the plotline of the late nineteenth-century tragic opera by Isidore de Lara, we find Messalina at the exit of the lupanare, where she is attacked by a group of drunkards. She is rescued by the young Ennius, just like any ordinary romantic heroine. The story of the sudden and ‘romantic’ love for Ennius invented for the film can be traced back to another typically gendered narrative strategy of cinema, and other media, of disempowering overly subversive female characters. Indeed, a way to make a scandalous woman’s character acceptable is by presenting her erratic sexual behaviour not as her pursuit of pleasure but as the effect of the neurotic desperation of someone who cannot find true love.34 The film’s promotional synopsis, perfectly in line with this narrative pattern, describes the empress’s reaction to her first meeting with Ennius thus: ‘E per la prima volta in vita sua, Messalina si perdé in un dolce sogno …’ (‘Messalina, for the first time in her life, is lost in a sweet dream’).35

Nevertheless, in the film, all this longing for true love seems more strongly asserted in the intertitles than in the images. Certainly, Messalina is impressed by Ennius, looks at him languidly, tries to win his love with a potion provided to her by Locusta, and defends him from the dangers and pitfalls of his enemies, as viewers were used to see male heroes do on screen. Yet, when she is finally forced to give him up to her rival, she seems to get over it quickly enough to devote herself to her new lover Gaius Silius. The intertitle, after the loss of Ennius, describes her as ‘quasi folle per le speranze d’amor perdute’ (‘almost mad with lost hopes of love’), but soon afterwards she is shown in splendid form, caressing her new lover and telling him ‘Come sei bello!’ (‘How beautiful you are!’). Of course, since all the copies available to us are at least partially deficient, it cannot be ruled out that among the lost sequences, there could have been some where the empress indulged in sentimental heartaches.

Guazzoni’s Messalina is by no means a monotone character by the standards of Italian cinema of the time. Rather, she seems to be poised between adherence to a reassuring female model, that of a powerful woman who regrets not being able to be a good housewife, and the portrait of a more autonomous and less predictable heroine, passionate and unscrupulous, but interested above all in living life fully. A complexity, as we will see shortly, enhanced by the comparison with the other two female protagonists who, perhaps precisely in order to rebalance the not-easily-classifiable nature of the protagonist, polarize two extreme modes of representing femininity.

Egle: the carry-on girl
There is one character that the film openly presents as a positive role model for modern women: the enslaved Greek Egle, played by the young Lucia Zanusi (also known as ‘Zanussi’). Egle is beautiful, helpless, not very resourceful and almost always mute. Practically her only words we read or hear in the available film versions are ‘My love!’, ‘Help!’ and ‘Mercy!’ From the point of view of how the film constructs gender, however, these characteristics seem to identify her as the ideal companion for a man. At least, judging by the fact that, despite being at the bottom of the social ladder, she is the only one loved by Ennius, the hero of the romantic plotline.

However, from Aida on, the topos of enslaved women triumphing over princesses in matters of love became quite in vogue. On screen, Egle perfectly embodies the model of a film heroine I categorise as the ‘carry-on girl’. By ‘carry-on girl’, I mean those usually beautiful and good girls whose central role is to be kidnapped, rescued, stolen, regained and otherwise carried around by male characters during the film. In the scenes of Messalina containing Egle, except for a few romantic moments with Ennius, the pattern is repeated almost obsessively. She is sold as an enslaved woman, attacked by her master Apollonius who wants to use violence against her, whipped by Mirit, captured again while bathing in a lake, subjected to another violent assault by the palace dwarf to whom Mirit has entrusted her, locked up in a filthy prison and almost sacrificed alive. Each time, however, she is saved at the last moment.

This exemplary carry-on girl had illustrious predecessors in the peplum tradition and, not surprisingly, they all have strong enslaved men at hand to save them twenty-four seven and return them to their lovers. Bruto Castellani was the leading actor in this type of role, having played the popular Ursus in Quo Vadis?, the decurion Quadrato in Fabiola (1918) and now Tigrane in Messalina. Despite their passivity, the carry-on girls of the golden age of the Italian colossal were far more complex characters than Egle since they at least embodied an ideal. The eponymous heroine of Cabiria personified Latin virtue as opposed to Carthaginian decadence. Lygia in Quo Vadis? was the most celebrated of a series of young Christian virgins in danger of martyrdom who enlivened the screens of that time. Guazzoni dedicated the entire film Fabiola to such women. Egle, on the contrary, seems to be a complete stereotype. We know she is Greek but she never shows a particular awareness of culture or beauty. We know that she is faithful to Ennius. However, she never proves to have any particular virtue.

If the portrayal of Egle adds anything new to the previous heroines of this type, it is in the emphasis placed on the innocence of her erotic attractiveness (naturally displayed by the character, without the slightest awareness of it) and the persistence of voyeuristic scenes involving violent assaults on her person. Despite being the most virtuous character in the film, she is the one we most frequently see naked: while bathing, when sold, but also before being flogged or assaulted by a rapist. It was a performance clearly intended to be exciting, and succeeded, at least judging by the rave compliments on Zanusi’s attractiveness in some reviews.36 The carry-on girl is a model from the past that, with the consolidation of the Fascist imaginary, was destined to be very successful in the future.

Mirit: not quite Cleopatra
When, in the Milan copy (A), the exotic priestess Mirit first enters the court, the gossipy courtier Narcissus introduces her thus: ‘Ecco l’Egitto misterioso, rappresentato da una bellissima donna’ (‘Here is mysterious Egypt, represented by a beautiful woman’). If Messalina is a complexly desirous character and Egle is the eternal victim, the Egyptian priestess Mirit embodies the cliché of the predatory female. It is not surprising since, in the Italian mainstream imagination, the Oriental princess is a model of irresistible and dangerous seduction of the Occidental male.

In one of the earliest sequences featuring her, Mirit ‘gode nell’irritare l’amore’ (‘revels in irritating the love’) of the senator Apollonius: not only does she reject his advances, but she openly shows herself to him while flirting with a much better-looking young man. Because of this relatively minor provocation, an intertitle in the Milan copy calls her ‘più crudele di Messalina’ (‘more cruel than Messalina’). When she then invites Ennius into her boudoir, the priestess manifests her seductive intentions by throwing a cushion at her feet and inviting the young man to sit on it, thus demanding an act of submission even before a moment of intimacy. Once again, the main danger for the man seems to be the humiliation imposed by a woman who explicitly manifests her erotic desire (or cold lack thereof).

It is an orientalist myth: the most explicit reference is Cleopatra.37 Of course, even by the early 1920s, there were plenty of film adaptations of the adventures of the most famous queen of Egypt. Guazzoni presented her on the screen at least one and a half times. Firstly, in Marcantonio e Cleopatra (1913), the fascinating Ptolemaic queen was played by Giovanna Terribili Gonzales, the same actress who would go on to interpret Mirit.38 Secondly, when Guazzoni shot scenes set in Egypt for Cajus Julius Caesar (1914), he cast as Cleopatra a young Pina Menichelli who was not yet a diva. However, these scenes of Cleopatra were cut when the film was edited, no one knows why.39 On the other side of the ocean, the American version of Cleopatra (directed by J. Gordon Edwards in 1917) beat the competition not in terms of the accuracy of its historical representation but from the point of view of dangerous Oriental eroticism with Theda Bara playing the queen as a vamp.40

Initially, as an Egyptian princess, Mirit cannot but recall the images of these remarkable precedents. She lives in Rome, a land that is foreign to her, but where she has managed to re-create a part of Egypt in her home. From the first emblematic shot, she presents herself as mysterious and seductive, dressed in oriental fashion, wrapped in pearls and transparent veils. Used to opulent luxury, she keeps lions in her cellar and devotes herself to disturbing propitiatory rites. If it were not for her practice of sacrificing young women to the goddess Isis, Mirit’s house would at first appear to be an almost uterine, matriarchal oasis. For the poor fugitive Egle, it seems a refuge in which to escape the lascivious desires of her former master Apollonius. Mirit is powerful enough to offer protection and help to the young, enslaved girl.

But then, however, every bond of sisterhood between Mirit and Egle is broken by their rivalry for Ennius. In fact, Mirit, who was initially Egle’s benefactor, turns into the cruellest persecutor of her more fortunate rival. This is the moment that reveals the character’s true background: here the main cultural reference is not Cleopatra, but Amneris, the daughter of the Pharaoh in Aida who, out of jealousy, condemns both her lover and her rival to a terrible death. Unlike Messalina, Mirit turns her desire for Ennius into an obsession. He rejects her twice, both when she tempts him with flattery and when she tries threats. Yet, she commits terrible acts to gain his favour, going so far as to give herself to a man who repels her in order to get possession of the slave who is the object of her desire. She displays true sadism towards the young Egle, having her whipped and entrusting her to the palace dwarf for violation.

In the end, however, the topos of the Oriental princess is robbed of its seductive power and loses its charm and symbolic value as a marker of women’s dangerous attractions. Mirit, like any respectable villain, dies horribly in a suitably baroque scene: mauled by one of her lions while her palace burns. But even before that, her punishment had been Ennius’ rejection and her humiliation at seeing the favours of a humble slave preferred to her refined attempts at seduction.

What law?
There is, however, a moment in the film that I find particularly interesting, when watching woman set against woman offers a really interesting perspective on the symbolic function of such a conflict. The relationship between Mirit and Messalina is the most compelling aspect of the entire film. The two are friends at first, but when Ennius arrives, predictably, they become rivals too. At one point in the plotline, the man they are fighting for is in Messalina’s palace, left there in the care of the empress after he has suffered an accident in the chariot race. To get possession of him, Mirit has gone so far as to offer herself to the repellent Apollonius, Ennius’ former master, who in return gives her the slave and writes the transfer of ownership on an ‘official’ tablet. Mirit then runs to Messalina, confident she can now have Ennius handed over to her in accordance with Roman law. The two confront each other. Here is how the promotional synopsis reported their dialogue:


Relying on Apollonius’ donation, the princess went to Messalina’s palace to claim Ennius, who had become her property. Messalina vigorously resisted Mirit’s demands.

– No, you shall not have my Ennius – burst out the empress, trembling with hatred.

– And you dare to rebel against the law of Rome?

– Here is my law – retorted Messalina, showing her rival two formidable slaves.

– I will appeal to Claudius.

– I am not going to give you the time – hissed Messalina, beckoning the slaves to kill the princess.41



In the end, Emperor Claudius arrives to save the honour of Roman law and male authority, just as Mirit is about to be stabbed by one of the enslaved men while Messalina laughs. But that is not the point.

An astute reviewer noted that one of the film’s key themes is the confrontation between the Western and the Eastern world, rendered by the conflict between Messalina and Mirit.42 Although this is true, there is still something strange about this scene: it is the foreigner Mirit who, confident in her rights, embodies the due process of Roman law (albeit a law repellent to us in that it regulated the slave trade). The empress, on the contrary, appeals to her own unquestionable will as the reference point for everything: ‘Here is my law’, she says in the synopsis. Even more effective, however, is the sound version of the scene, in which she declares ‘Io faccio la legge!’ (I make the law!), according to a model that, at least in the vulgate (B), seems to belong more to the concept of absolute authority attributed to oriental rulers than to the powers of a Roman empress. A weak adherence to the principles of the Lex Romana is confirmed by the modified sequence in the copy from Milan (A), in which the rescue of Ennius by Messalina in the circus ring is commented on by the people, who go as far as to observe that ‘Quella donna […] finirà con il toglierci i nostri sacri diritti’ (‘that woman will end up taking away our sacred rights’). Roman rights but above all, one might also think, men’s rights.

Conclusion
By allowing ourselves to analyse the tropes unconsciously staged by Messalina, we can see how the ‘model’ of the cruel exotic princess embodied by Mirit was easy to accept in the common sense of the time. Messalina’s model, on the other hand, seems more perturbing, as it is decidedly more difficult to decipher. Woman in love or dissolute? Incarnation of imperial power or subversive force? In 1923, films were released that genuinely set out to portray female protagonists with multifaceted personalities grappling with ‘modern’ problems, such as Germain Dulac’s La souriante Madame Beudet, Karl Grune’s Die Straße and Chaplin’s A Woman in Paris. In Italy there was nothing like that. Messalina, as we have seen, presented itself as the most institutional of films. Yet, the mere fact of depicting one of its protagonists as both an uninhibited woman and a complex personality might have been a disturbing choice. Identification with such a character could be dangerous.

Can we therefore say that the Italian female audience of the time saw the film as a phantasmic screen onto which to project, at least partly, their erotic and relational fantasies as ‘new women’? It is impossible to know for sure: the definition of ‘female audience’ is too generic and it is impossible to draw general conclusions about the intimate life of an entire category, if not at the cost of sacrificing the complexity of diverse conditions and personalities. Some clues suggest, however, that this subjective projection may at times have indeed occurred: this would be suggested by, for example, the identification of a woman like De Liguoro with her own character, which was strong enough to give rise to the legend that she was buried in her screen costume. But, above all, it is suggested by Dr Mondio’s fleeting mention of his young patient Letteria. This avid spectator whose fate we do not know, with her cinephilia and her crisis, lends herself well to exemplifying how difficult and sometimes painful it is for women (but not only women) to make the world accept their complexity and its faithful representation.
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CHAPTER 4

SPICING UP LYGIA IN QUO VADIS (1951):
THE DEVELOPMENT OF FEMALE CHARACTERS FROM SCRIPT TO SCREEN

Monika Woźniak

Studies on films about the ancient world usually pay scarce attention to their verbal component. It may partly be due to the traditional lack of interest in cinema’s dialogue among film studies scholars,1 but it could also be related to the unavoidable artificiality of verbal interactions when set within the context of the distant past re-created on screen.2 A clash between the presumed historical setting and the modernity of the colloquial dialogue was evident in 1930s Hollywood productions such as DeMille’s The Sign of the Cross (1932) and, especially, his Cleopatra (1934).3 Nonetheless, the tendency to make cinematographic ancient Romans speak in contemporary idiom would persist in the following decades: in Mankiewicz’s Cleopatra of 1963, Caesar repeatedly addresses Cleopatra as a ‘young lady’ which is not considerable progress from ‘pretty little queen’, as Caesar called her in the 1934 film.

Verbal ‘presentism’ can also be detected in the blockbuster Quo Vadis of 1951 directed by Mervyn LeRoy, which I propose to analyse in this chapter. Nevertheless, I will argue that this production is an example of a highly effective use of dialogue for character-building, especially regarding the female protagonists. The film was the first big ancient Rome epic produced in the post-war period, and it launched the fashion for the spectacular cinematographic pepla (or ancient world historical epics) that would last until the early 1960s. However, Quo Vadis was a project a very long time in the making, even by the standards of the studio-era in Hollywood. MGM first became interested in adapting Henryk Sienkiewicz’s novel to the screen around 1934–5. It took almost seventeen years and multiple script variants penned by different authors to bring the project to fruition. This complex production history means that Quo Vadis not only went through several creative stages and modifications but that they occurred over the changing social and cultural context of the 1930s, the war period, the immediate post-war years up to the beginning of the Cold War and the era of McCarthyism. It is possible to follow this long and complicated process thanks to the numerous production materials preserved in the archives of the Margaret Herrick Library in Los Angeles. These include legal notes, work correspondence, private letters, production notes, synopses and outlines of the novel, press clippings, publicity announcements, and as many as forty-two script variants.4

The fluctuations in the scripts for Quo Vadis over these years give a fascinating insight into how the writers developed the film’s positive female characters, especially the protagonist, Lygia. A comparative analysis of the subsequent versions of the script, from the 1942 outlines to the 1951 final text, reveals that the idea of proposing strong and well-rounded female figures had been of interest to the writers from the very beginning of the creative process. The fact that most significant rewritings of the script over the years specifically regarded female parts while the profile of male characters had been fixed early in the process, however, seems to indicate that it was a goal not easily achieved. In fact, as I will try to show in this chapter, the portrayal of Lygia in Quo Vadis is an unusual example of building women’s agency on screen almost exclusively through verbal means.

The source novel and its female characters
When Polish writer Henryk Sienkiewicz started working on his novel in the early 1890s, he had a precise plan to create a bestseller.5 Sienkiewicz had already become wildly popular among Polish audiences thanks to his novels about the history of Poland but, with Quo Vadis, he wanted to conquer the international market. Therefore, he deliberately chose a topic that would appeal to foreign readers. His ambition was fulfilled: his book became a global sensation on the cusp of the twentieth century, selling millions of copies worldwide. It brought Sienkiewicz global renown and contributed to his winning the Nobel Prize for literature in 1905.6

This success, however, was not solely due to the novel’s literary qualities, which were often lost in translation anyway. Sienkiewicz seems to have had an uncanny ability to sense and satisfy the tastes of his readers. Rather than inventing new narrative models, he freely recycled clichéd motifs and well-liked narrative threads. His Quo Vadis follows the popular narrative structure of the historical adventure romance established by Walter Scott, in which the fictional protagonists’ stories are interwoven with real historical events and figures. It is set in the time of Nero, against one of the most popular nineteenth-century tropes of ancient Rome – that is, the ideological and moral opposition between the decadence of imperial Rome and the values of emerging Christianity. The tale about a proud pagan tribune named Marcus Vinicius who converts to the ‘true faith’ and marries Lygia, a beautiful Christian maiden, is a variant of the story of Roman soldier and Christian girl narrated by numerous nineteenth-century writers. Yet under Sienkiewicz’s pen, familiar elements gained new vitality, captivating readers with gripping, suspenseful action set against vividly evoked historical backdrops, populated by psychologically compelling characters.

A whole gallery of memorable characters runs through the novel, but all of them are men. The few female characters are barely outlined. The historical figures Pomponia Graecina (virtuous wife of the general Aulus Plautius) and Acte (Nero’s faithful Greek lover) appear episodically only to fade quickly into the background. A more important role in the development of the plot is played by Empress Poppaea Sabina, because her jealousy of Lygia’s beauty and resentment over Marcus Vinicius’ rejection of her advances directly impact on the misfortunes that befall the lovers and the Christian community in Rome. Poppaea, driven by wounded pride, convinces Nero to blame the Christians, including Lygia, for the fire of Rome. Beyond that, however, she is a schematic character, fitting entirely into the conventional model of the cruel Roman patrician with a large sexual appetite, amoral and manipulative. Once her role as an antagonist to Vinicius and Lygia is fulfilled, she all but disappears from the narrative, and even her death is mentioned only in passing.7

The two main female characters are the barbarian princess Lygia (brought to Rome as a hostage of war) and a Greek slave named Eunice (who is in love with her master, Petronius the Arbiter). The two most memorable and striking scenes from Quo Vadis that have been fixed in the popular imagination by countless illustrations, postcards and paintings are related to these two figures – Eunice kissing the marble statue of her master, Petronius, and the nude Christian maiden Lygia tied to the horns of a gigantic German aurochs – a kind of bull – in the arena.8 Yet both are devoid of individuality and character because they are primarily embodiments of specific ideas: Eunice represents the doomed beauty of pagan Rome, while Lygia symbolizes the moral superiority of nascent Christianity.

In the case of Eunice, the attribution to her of complete passivity can be justified by the social status she is allocated as a slave. She obviously has no control over her fate. She enacts the idealized male fantasy of a woman whose sole purpose is to please her master, leaving no room for individual traits or personality. Despite being the novel’s main protagonist, Lygia is also deprived of all agency. The plot unfolds around her but without her active participation. It is due to Petronius’ intrigue that she is taken against her will from the house of her adoptive parents to the imperial palace. From there she is meant to be handed over as a slave to Vinicius, but is rescued by Christians while being escorted to his home. Later, when Vinicius discovers Lygia’s hiding place and attempts to abduct her, he is stopped and wounded by her barbarian servant, Ursus. Lygia falls in love with the wounded patrician while caring for him, but she does not directly confess her love to him. Instead, she professes it to her Christian guardians, humbly waiting for their consent to her union with the Roman soldier she loves. Arrested alongside other Christians on Nero’s orders, she promptly falls victim to prison fever and has no say in the numerous, ultimately futile, attempts by Vinicius and Petronius to organize her escape. Eventually she is carried unconscious into the arena, tied to the horns of a gigantic aurochs, only to be rescued by the ever-faithful Ursus.

Lygia’s passivity is at least partially due to the symbolic function Sienkiewicz gives her in the novel. She is made to represent the superiority of spiritual, Christian love over the pagan, exclusively sensual and ultimately superficial love embodied by Eunice. However, even though at Lygia’s first appearance the author describes her as having ‘a radiant soul, which shone through her rosy body as a flame through a lamp’ (Chapter II), her spirit throughout the novel does not seem particularly admirable or interesting. Both her feelings for Vinicius and her Christian faith are almost painfully naïve, even for the standards of nineteenth-century religious novels, and she lacks any notable personality. The words most frequently used by Sienkiewicz to describe her are ‘child’, ‘childish’ or ‘childlike’, which are invariably utilized in every scene that she appears in.

Portrayed as very young, timid and innocent, Lygia is also almost voiceless in the novel. Her utterances are extremely limited, as Sienkiewicz often relays her words indirectly, through third-person narration. Even when she does engage in direct dialogue, her participation is limited to short one-liners. In the long scene at Nero’s banquet, which spans dozens of pages, she speaks only three times, saying ‘A greeting, Marcus’, ‘Let me go, Marcus’ and ‘Ah, Marcus, can it be possible?’ (Chapter VII). And yet, this scene is crucial in the novel for the development of the relationship between the lovers: Lygia has been forcibly taken from her adoptive parents’ home and brought to the imperial palace by Nero’s order, only to discover she is about to be given as a slave to Vinicius, whom she had considered her friend and ally.

When, after many vicissitudes, the apostles Peter and Paul consent to the betrothal of Lygia to Vinicius (once he declares his readiness to become a Christian), he does almost all the talking during their encounters. Similarly, Vinicius is instructed in the Christian faith by the apostle Paul, his fiancée obviously not being considered fit enough by the novelist for such a demanding intellectual task. The last time Lygia speaks with her own voice is in Chapter LIX (the novel contains seventy-three chapters), when she says goodbye to her beloved in prison. After her miraculous release from the horns of the aurochs, she remains voiceless until the end of the book. In sum, Lygia is not actually a protagonist but only a catalyst of Vinicius’ love story and his religious conversion.

After Sienkiewicz and before Hollywood
Published at the dawn of the cinematic medium and sustaining its success as cinema reached the height of its popularity, Quo Vadis immediately attracted the interest of filmmakers.9 Feature-length Italian adaptations of the novel to screen were released in 1913 and 1924. Both of them perpetuated the ideal of the submissiveness and subordination of the virtuous Christian maiden. In 1924, in the film directed by Gabriellino D’Annunzio and Georg Jacoby, Lygia took on the almost caricatured form of a ‘carry-on girl’,10 whose central role was to be kidnapped, rescued, stolen, regained and otherwise carried around by male characters throughout the film.

These Italian adaptations of Quo Vadis to screen were known to audiences in the United States, and the first was highly successful there.11 However, the early American film industry did not produce its own adaptations. Instead, adaptations of Wilson Barrett’s play The Sign of the Cross (1895) were released in 1914 and again in 1932. The play bears a superficial resemblance to Sienkiewicz’s novel, proposing yet another love story between a proud pagan Roman, Marcus Superbus, and a stereotypical virtuous Christian girl, Mercia, but framed in evangelical, melodramatic terms.12 Interestingly, while in the 1914 film adaptation the dark-haired Mercia was given a modicum of her own initiative (she manages to find a way to escape from Marcus’ house),13 in the hugely successful sound film directed by DeMille in 1932 (which probably prompted MGM’s interest in adapting Quo Vadis to screen), she has been transformed into a completely passive and frightened blonde with a perm wave who is dependent on men completely.14 Her verbal interactions with Marcus are insipid, and only strengthen the impression of Mercia’s blandness, especially when compared with the dialogue afforded the astute and seductive empress Poppaea Sabina. She was played by the celebrated star Claudette Colbert, whose role in DeMille’s film was made far more prominent than in the original play or its 1914 film adaptation.15

The early scripts of the Hollywood Quo Vadis
The idea of filming Sienkiewicz’s book emerged in Hollywood in the mid-1930s, probably triggered by the great commercial success of DeMille’s ancient Rome epics, The Sign of the Cross in 1932 and Cleopatra in 1934. While the popularity of the novel may have faded significantly by then (Curtin’s English translation was re-issued in 1923 and 1925 but after that apparently no new editions appeared in the States until 1939),16 it was certainly not forgotten. The first detailed summaries were prepared for MGM in 1934 to 1936 and came with enthusiastic comments: ‘this famous story is so vast, so full of material, one barely limes the romantic thread in the short synopsis. […] As everyone knows, the book contains scenes so dramatic, so suspenseful, that few other novels can match it in these qualities’ (R. B. Willis, 1934); ‘in adapting the novel to the screen, I have kept closely to Sieciewiecz’s [sic] book, as I believe that no author can successfully improve on Sienkiewicz’s original masterpiece; and trying to do so, will only lead to criticism’ (A. Gregor, 1936).

Next came the outline of the film labelled as a ‘first draft treatment’, prepared by Howard Estabrook in 1939 and inspired both by Sienkiewicz’s novel and DeMille’s The Sign of the Cross. For example, as in Sign, it is known from the beginning that the Roman soldier’s love interest is a Christian and she flees with her fellow believers because she is afraid that he will arrest her on Nero’s orders.17 The outline does not contain any dialogue, but the description of Lygia as a ‘virginal, exquisitely sweet girl; shy, very much alive, innocently interested’ would fit very well with the way Elissa Landi played Mercia in DeMille’s film as well as with the characteristics of Lygia in Sienkiewicz’s novel.

The project was shelved again and brought back three years later, in 1942, when an Austrian-born director and screenwriter, Walter Reisch, created an outline of the film, including some dialogue. His proposal is still very different from the script that was eventually filmed. However, he was the first to come out with the idea of a very outspoken, ‘proud and haughty’ Lygia who ‘gives him [Vinicius] her opinion straight from the shoulder: mercilessly, she throws her scorn into his face’. He also added drama to the first verbal exchange between Vinicius and Lygia by suggesting that it was Vinicius’ father who conquered the Lygians and killed Lygia’s father, their king (see Box 4.1). Interestingly, while the novel mentions that Lygia ‘walked after the car of the conqueror’ when first brought to Rome (Chapter I), she never expresses any resentment towards Romans. It seems probable that the introduction of an open animosity between Vinicius as the representative of the ruthless Roman conquerors and Lygia as the voice of a suffering, conquered people emerged because of the political context of the Second World War which was then in full swing. In any case, Reisch’s idea was retained in later scripts and dropped only in the film’s final version.


Box 4.1 The first dialogue between Vinicius and Lygia in Walter Reisch’s outline (1942)

VINICIUS:    So, what are you doing here?

LYGIA:    I am a guest in the house.

VINICIUS:    You are not a Roman.

LYGIA:    I’m from Lygia.

VINICIUS:    So, it’s true what they say about the Lygian girls? They are the prettiest of all. My father was there when we conquered it. He was the leader of the first legion that broke into the capital.

LYGIA:    My father was the leader of the last legion that defended it.

VINICIUS:    So, we’re in opposite camps!

LYGIA:    No, there’s peace, so let us be at peace, too …

VINICIUS:    It’s a bargain. What’s your name?

LYGIA:    They call me Callina.

VINICIUS:    I shall call you Lygia.

LYGIA:    Just to remind me that you are the conqueror and we the conquered.



Also in 1942, another full outline of Quo Vadis was written by novelist and screenwriter Cyril Hume. His story begins, quite unexpectedly, with Nero killing Poppaea, but then takes on a shape in which the seeds of the final script are already recognizable. For example, in this version, the idea of kidnapping Lygia comes from Vinicius not Petronius, as in the book, and this change remains in almost all subsequent scenarios. The most radical departure from the original narrative is Hume’s proposal that, in the iconic arena scene, Lygia (who is tied to the bull’s horns) be freed not by Ursus but by Vinicius, who, in Hume’s script, jumps into the arena and, like a matador, pierces the animal with a sword. One can speculate that the motivation for these changes was to make Vinicius play a more active role in the development of the love story than he was given in the novel, where spiritual conversion mattered more than earthly love.18

Hume focused above all on giving the female characters the opportunity to express their personality verbally. Here his dialogue is clearly inspired by screwball comedy which was enjoying great popularity in the 1940s as well as by the modernized dialogues of DeMille’s epics from the 1930s, especially his Cleopatra.19 Some conversations, accordingly, sound very contemporary and unintentionally comical. For example, Vinicius encourages Lygia to visit Rome, as if it were Paris: ‘You’d waste all morning in the baths, and all afternoon at the shops: from the hairdresser to the perfumer to the jeweller.’ Eunice offers to ‘scrub in the kitchen until my nails are all disgusting!’ and to ‘sew on buttons’ and Lygia, found by Vinicius among the Christians, tells him bluntly ‘Well! Of course, I knew the minute I met you that you were a conceited bully. And at the palace, I found out you were a drunken pig into the bargain.’

The next version of the script was prepared in 1943 by Walter Reisch and an experienced screenwriter Samuel Behrman, one of Broadway’s leading authors of ‘high comedy’ at the time. It closely follows Hume’s version (Poppaea does not appear, and Vinicius still kills the bull) but it also introduces new ideas, some of which would eventually make their way into the final script, such as Vinicius’ indignation at Plautius for encouraging Lygia to read. In fact, while none of these writers – Reisch, Hume and Behrman – would be brought back to work on Quo Vadis when the project was resurrected in the post-war era, their outlines and drafts were consulted and used by authors who took up the task to pen the final script.

Towards the final version of the American Quo Vadis
Ultimately, MGM decided that producing such a lavish film during the war would be too expensive and complicated, so the project was shelved for several years. It was revived in 1948 when MGM decided to shoot the film in Italy to recover funds frozen by the Italian government.20 New writers, most notably Sonya Levien, one of Hollywood’s top screenwriters at the time, were put to work on the script. In 1948 Levien prepared a heavily rewritten version of Behrman’s text and passed it to Arthur Hornblow Jr. (who had been associated with the project since 1943 as a producer) with several notes insisting on returning to the literary source for inspiration. Levien’s comments, such as ‘I like the mood in this bit from the book’, or indications of the novel’s pages in reference to the same scenes in the script, indicate that she read the book attentively and considered it inspiring source material to return to.

Additionally, Hugh Gray, an English-born scholar with a degree in Classics from Oxford, was brought in to advise on the script’s historical accuracy. He soon compiled an immense amount of research material: three books of illustrations for costumes, make-up, sets and props, as well as a descriptive volume containing a scene-by-scene analysis of the script, providing the most detailed available historical information on the characters and the plot. John Huston, who was chosen to direct the film, was impressed by Gray’s erudition and intelligence and invited him to collaborate on further script rewrites. Houston also knew and appreciated Sienkiewicz’s book:


I used to think of that book […] just as a big spectacle. A lot of people think Quo vadis is the foreign title for Ben Hur. But I changed my mind after I had read the script and the novel itself. The novel has a lot of the Victorian artificiality in its writing but beneath that there is a profound study of the whole revolution that was occurring in early Christian Rome.21



However, when the production was postponed again due to external factors,22 Huston withdrew from the project. A new screenwriter, John Lee Mahin, was then engaged to make further adjustments. Ultimately, only S. Behrman, J. Lee Mahin and S. Levien received credit for the final script.

The intensive work on the script in 1948 and 1949 focused on two main areas of rewriting: changes to the plot that gradually abandoned Behrman’s additions and inventions, bringing the script closer to the novel, and the dynamics of the relationship between Vinicius and Lygia. Vinicius, described by Levien as ‘a beautiful specimen of the conquering hero – bronzed, arrogant, spirited, and predatory beyond his thirty years’, was already more arrogant in the script’s early drafts than his literary counterpart. In subsequent rewrites, he became increasingly brutal and ruthless, addressing Lygia as if he were her lord and master, treating her as an object, and being convinced of his superiority as a Roman patrician and man.

As a result, the religious difference between the two lovers (she a Christian, he a pagan), which is central to the novel, receded into the background. The conflict took on a primarily social and gender-based character. For her part, Lygia bears almost no resemblance to the novel’s heroine. She is neither shy nor prudish; she does not shy away from flirting and expresses her opinions freely. She can also be ironic. One could be tempted to attribute this change to the social evolution of post-war America were it not for the fact Lygia remained an exception among the heroines – Christians or not – of the Hollywood pepla produced in the 1950s, such as The Robe (1953), The Silver Chalice (1954), Demetrius and the Gladiators (1954) and Spartacus (1960).23

The love story of Lygia and Vinicius develops in three main stages, which correspond with the turning points of their story in the book: first, in the house of Aulus Plautius, where Vinicius meets Lygia, a beautiful war hostage treated by her hosts as an adopted daughter; second, at a banquet in Nero’s palace, where Lygia, brought there by force, learns that the emperor has offered her to Vinicius as a slave; and, finally, in the house on the Trastevere, where Lygia nurses Vinicius back to health (he had been wounded while attempting to kidnap her) and realizes that she loves him.24 While these events are taken from the novel, the characters’ behaviour and dialogue are the invention of the screenwriters. Creating a convincing interaction between the protagonists apparently posed a significant challenge for the writers, as the scenes were reworked until the last moment.

Particular attention is paid by the writers to the first time the soon-to-be lovers encounter each other and to their accompanying dialogue, given that it is meant to reveal the nature of both characters and hint at the conflict that will obstruct their love. This encounter occurs on one day across three separate scenes that form a cohesive whole:25 Vinicius’ first conversation with Lygia, whom he accidentally encounters in Plautius’ house; a dinner at the house with all the household members; and an evening conversation in its garden, during which Vinicius openly declares his infatuation. In the first conversation, Lygia’s resentment towards the Romans as the invaders who conquered her native lands, first introduced in Reisch’s 1942 outline, was taken up by Hume (Box 4.2), and then retained in the 1948–9 versions of the script (Box 4.3).


Box 4.2 The first dialogue between Vinicius and Lygia in Hume’s script (1942)

VINICIUS:    Wait – please. Let me look into a pair of Roman eyes again.

LYGIA:    I’m sorry. I am not Roman. I come from Lygia.

[…]

VINICIUS:    Now I begin to see the advantage of being a General.

LYGIA:    Yes. And now the Tribune knows exactly how to treat me – not quite a slave, but by no means a Roman lady.

VINICIUS:    Treat you? I don’t even know what to call you.

LYGIA:    They call me Lygia after my own country.

VINICIUS:    Very nice. My father used to tell me that all Lygian women were beautiful and how right Father was!

LYGIA:    Your father knew my city?

VINICIUS:    He led the attack – first soldier in its streets.

LYGIA:    My father was the last man to die in its streets.

VINICIUS:    We are not going to be enemies, are we?




Box 4.3 The first conversation between Vinicius and Lygia in the composite script by Behrman and Levien (1948)

VINICIUS:    What is your name?

LYGIA:    Lygia.

VINICIUS:    Roman?

LYGIA:    Lygian.

VINICIUS:    Oh, Lygian? My father was right.

LYGIA:    Concerning what?

VINICIUS:    He said the Lygian women were the most beautiful in the world.

LYGIA:    Your father knew my city?

VINICIUS:    Knew it? He took it!

LYGIA:    My father was the last man to die in its streets.

VINICIUS:    Officer?

LYGIA:    He was the King of Lygia.

VINICIUS:    Bitter?

LYGIA:    No. I am not bitter.

VINICIUS:    I pray you, Lygia. Don’t think of me as a conqueror. Don’t think of me as an enemy.

[…]

VINICIUS:    Shall you witness my triumph?

LYGIA:    I’ve seen a triumph.

MARCUS:    Oh?

LYGIA:    When I walked behind the chariot as a prisoner.



Sonya Levien considered the dialogue quoted in Box 4.3 ‘excellent’, yet she also thought it should be rewritten. Her comments indicate that she gave much thought to how it should serve to reveal Lygia’s personality:


His father robbed her father of his kingdom – cost him his life. Surely this does not endear Marcus to her. And she should show enough spirit to say it. Even if her sweetness is meant to denote her Christian forgiveness, it is too soon – and comes out here as an indifference that amounts to bloodlessness in the girl. You are let down by her.



The dinner dialogue kept the comedic tone introduced by Reisch almost until the final version of the script. Vinicius praises the charms of Rome to Lygia, trying to convince her that ‘her passport is her beauty’, while Aulus Plautius desperately attempts to distract him by enquiring about Galba’s gout and offering to show him his coin collection.

Trouble arose for the scriptwriters with the evening dialogue in the garden, where Vinicius declares his feelings for Lygia and she hints that, although the young tribune attracts her, too much separates them. In Hume’s version of 1942, Lygia almost allows herself to be seduced by the young patrician’s sweet words, but she pulls away when he reveals his specific plans for her: ‘I will put you in a neat little house across the river, with a quiet garden and high walls all around. I will get some cross old woman to guard the door, and I will keep you all to myself!’26 In Behrman’s 1943 script, the scene was already heavily altered, although the dialogue comes across as banal and overly sentimental (Box 4.4). Lygia explains to Vinicius that she has ‘nothing but good will’ toward him but they ‘belong to different worlds’ and that he ‘wouldn’t understand’ what the issue is.


Box 4.4 Evening dialogue between Lygia and Vinicius in Behrman’s script (1943)

LYGIA:    We belong to different worlds.

VINICIUS:    I’ll take you into mine.

LYGIA:    No.

VINICIUS:    You’ll find it gay. You’ll find it exciting. You will find it …

What is it, Lygia? Since I’ve met you, I’ve felt in you some reserve … some antagonism.

LYGIA:    I like you very much.

VINICIUS:    The words you say are all right but not the intonation!

LYGIA:    I’m sorry.

VINICIUS:    What is it? Is it because you can’t forget that we conquered you?

LYGIA:    You have not conquered us. You wouldn’t understand it.




Box 4.5 Evening dialogue between Lygia and Vinicus, from the script by Levien and Hornblow (1948)

LYGIA:    We belong to different worlds, Marcus Vinicius.

VINICIUS:    I’ll take you into mine.

LYGIA:    No. I like you very much.

VINICIUS:    The words you say are all right – but they don’t cheer me up somehow.



The scripts revised by Levien and Hornblow in 1948 simplified this dialogue which was clearly too artificial, but without altering its general meaning (Box 4.5).

The final version of the American Quo Vadis
The dialogue in all three scenes of the first encounter between Lygia and Vinicius underwent further significant alterations before reaching the final form used in the released film. The most important change in the first scene was the removal of Lygia’s antagonistic behaviour. In the film, her origin from the land of the Lygians and her status as a war hostage are only revealed during the dinner and serve primarily to suggest to Vinicius a means to take her away from the care of her adoptive family.

As well as less hostile, Lygia also becomes less ironic in the final version. In earlier versions, when Vinicius made the bombastic statement, ‘Lygia, get me two dozen live white doves. I want to offer them to the gods: one dozen for my lucky escape and one dozen for my lucky meeting with you’ (Reisch 1942), or ‘I shall sacrifice a dozen white doves to Venus to commemorate our meeting. It’s not enough! Two dozen!’ (in Behrman 1943 up to Levien 1948), Lygia responded ironically: ‘Save yourself the trouble! I’ll dispense with my dozen …’ (Reisch 1942) or ‘You spoil your Gods’ (Levien 1948). On screen, however, she limits herself to saying, ‘Your sacrifice will be in vain, commander.’ This does not mean that Lygia regresses to the meek and timid creature from the novel. As Scodel and Bettenworth rightly point out, this Lygia tells Vinicius that she is ‘at the service of this household’, pretending not to realize that he has mistakenly taken her for a slave. But informs him only a moment later, after he comments, ‘The old general must know a good slave market’, that ‘The old general, as you call him – well, I have the honour and the joy to be his daughter.’27

In the final filmed version of the dialogue, all comedic elements were removed from the dinner scene, with only the (slightly modified) chauvinistic commentary of Vinicius surviving: ‘Lovely women shouldn’t have the time to think that deeply.’ On the other hand, in the evening dialogue in the garden, Lygia confesses her interest more boldly than in previous scripts: ‘I would be lying if I said I wasn’t attracted by what I see, Marcus Vinicius […] It’s what I hear I don’t like.’ When Vinicius dismissively talks about her ‘luscious little head’ and wishes she were a slave so he could offer a price for her, she scorns him much more sharply than in the earlier scripts, telling him: ‘What a way for a conqueror to win a woman: to buy her like an unresisting beast. What false security you must have in your manhood!’ Thus, she resists Vinicius’ attention (and her own attraction) not because of their difference in religious beliefs but because of his arrogant, macho behaviour.

Final changes to the subsequent conversations between Lygia and Vinicius follow a similar pattern (which we cannot explore in much detail here due to space constraints). In the scene of the banquet at Nero’s palace, for example, Lygia, even if frightened and unsure about her fate, never succumbs to her fears. When she learns that Nero has given her to Vinicius as a slave, she reacts with disdain rather than despair: ‘Take me, then. Take me to your house, anything. Take me and you’ll hear nothing from me but a prayer for you.’

Even more important for the dynamics of the relationship between the lovers in the filmed dialogue is their encounter at the house where Lygia is hiding after her escape. Once Vinicius is nursed back to health by her, following the failed kidnap attempt, he declares: ‘You’ve defeated me, Lygia […] I won’t come pursuing you around the countryside any longer. You’re free and rid of me, Lygia.’ It is she who stops him from leaving and declares her love. She accepts his offer of marriage, but she does not demand or expect him to become a Christian. When he says, ‘I’m willing to accept your God, if it makes you happier’, she responds, ‘I don’t demand it.’ This marks a major departure from the logic of the novel (and earlier film adaptations), where Lygia, once she is aware that she loves Vinicius, flees from him to avoid the ‘temptation’ and ‘danger’ of loving a pagan, only to be reunited with him after he announces his intention to convert to Christianity. There is yet another subtle change in the final script regarding this scene: in most earlier versions, Vinicius storms out after learning that the Christians expect him to free his slaves, feeling that he is not up to it, even to have Lygia’s love. In the film, Paul of Tarsus also suggests freeing his slaves and Vinicius dismisses the idea as outrageous, but he still wants Lygia to come with him. It is she who at this point realizes that Marcus is still the same arrogant Roman who is neither willing nor able to understand her nor respect her beliefs, and therefore refuses to follow him.

Finally, towards the end of the film, when both Lygia and Vinicius are in prison awaiting their sacrifice in the arena, it is Lygia who decides that she wants to be Marcus’ wife (he is still not converted to the Christian faith at this point) and asks Saint Peter to marry them. This dialogue has no earlier variants in previous scripts, and although it appears to be vaguely inspired by a line in the novel, ‘I am thy wife!’, spoken by the tearful Lygia when she says farewell to Vinicius in prison, it carries a very different meaning (see Box 4.6). One cannot help but be reminded of the much-celebrated line from Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre, ‘Reader, I married him’, which is seen as a milestone in asserting female agency. Ironically, it is in the moment when Lygia is seemingly most helpless – a prisoner awaiting death in the arena – that her voice takes on performative power, underscored by her saying ‘I want’ not once, but three times.


Box 4.6 Dialogue between Lygia and Vinicius in prison (final script, 1951)

LYGIA:    No matter what, I want to be your wife now. – Peter will say the words over us.

VINICIUS:    Lygia, you know I…

LYGIA:    I want it to be that way before they take us…

[…]

LYGIA:    Peter. Before I die, I want to marry Marcus.



Since the film closely follows the plot of the novel, Lygia’s external agency is drastically limited: she is constantly the object of others’ actions, whether it be kidnapping, arrest or rescue. Verbal expression is about the only weapon at her disposal, and the final script cleverly uses this to convey her inner strength. Nevertheless, the film also found other ways to suggest that Lygia is a strong character. It is primarily achieved by eliminating or altering the trademark elements of how her passivity is represented in the novel and previous adaptations of it to screen.

First of all, unlike her literary counterpart, MGM’s Lygia never faints or is carried in the arms of a man, whether it be Vinicius or her faithful servant Ursus. During the banquet at Nero’s palace, her skirmish with Vinicius remains a verbal argument; he does not assault her sexually, and she is escorted away by guards rather than being rescued from Vinicius’ arms by Ursus. When she is being taken to the patrician’s house, she takes advantage of the attack on the litter to jump out and run away, not waiting for Ursus’ help. Vinicius also never gets the chance to seize her during the attempted kidnapping, as Ursus neutralizes him before he can reach her. Most significantly, in the canonic climax scene where Ursus fights the bull in the arena, she is not shown as an unconscious body tied to the animal’s neck. Instead, she enters the arena proudly, ready to accept her fate with courage. Lygia’s inner strength, expressed through her voice, is also highlighted throughout the film by her body language, particularly her stately bearing, which underscores her defiance in the face of the brute force she cannot physically oppose (Figure 4.1). Deborah Kerr, thirty years old at the time of filming, brought the necessary maturity and gravitas to play opposite Robert Taylor’s Vinicius as his equal.

The agency given to Lygia through her portrayal in speech and performance as ‘a champion of post-war ideals of liberty, peace, and equality’ was interestingly at odds with the dominant ideal of female domesticity promoted during this era of conservatism on gender issues and anti-feminism.28
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Figure 4.1 Deborah Kerr’s stately bearing underscores Lygia’s independent and courageous spirit, in Mervyn LeRoy’s Quo Vadis (1951). Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc.

Conclusion
Numerous script versions of Quo Vadis from 1942 to 1951 offer valuable insight into how female characters were shaped and reshaped for the film. Tracing the proposals made by various authors reveals that the idea of presenting a strong heroine emerged early on and was not a product of the post-war context. Nor was the effort to create more rounded female figures limited to the female protagonist. It also included secondary characters such as Eunice, Acte and Pomponia Graecina (which I was not able to discuss here due to space constraints). The novelty of this approach lies in the way it transfers verbal power previously granted only to devious and predatory empresses (like Messalina and Poppea Sabina) or to the royal seductress Cleopatra over to positive female characters traditionally portrayed as demure and submissive.

The screenwriters followed two main strategies. Initially they attempted to strengthen the heroines’ agency by assigning them additional actions. For example, the outlines of Reisch and Hume (1942) proposed that Lygia would rescue St Peter from the fire of Rome and intercede with Nero on behalf of the Christians, Eunice would help Petronius spy on Nero and Acte would be involved in hiding the fleeing Nero in her villa. However, as the script gradually returned to its literary source, these implausible and not particularly successful additions were abandoned. The second strategy to enhance the personalities of the female protagonists was through their verbal empowerment. However, the first screenwriters – Reisch, Hume and Behrman – who wrote from 1942 to 1943 seemed to lack knowledge of how Romans would have spoken (even in English translation), so they had the characters talk like modern Americans.

The involvement of Sonya Levien, who joined the project in 1948, brought another shift, with her script directly referencing Sienkiewicz’s novel and drawing dialogue from it, particularly for the characters of Petronius and Nero.29 However, this approach was not as feasible for the female characters, especially Lygia, who in the novel is passive and speaks very little. The final dialogue used in the film for the female characters retained many elements from the earlier scripts, but the comedic tone was largely eliminated, and the irony and contemporary feel of certain lines were toned down.30 (Of course, it remains unlikely that any virtuous Roman girl – or even a matron – would openly declare to a man that she liked him.) The credit for the more historically plausible and polished dialogue likely goes to Hugh Gray and his classical knowledge, as the tone of the conversations changed significantly following his involvement.

The result of this long and fragmented creative process demonstrates that female protagonists do not necessarily need agency in the public world of ancient Rome to be compelling characters. As Scodel and Bettenworth observe, ‘in the 1951 film, men overtly denigrate women’s intelligence, yet the women show more strength and intelligence than in the novel or earlier versions’.31 Unfortunately, the imaginative work on the female characters who ultimately appeared in the Hollywood Quo Vadis was generally overlooked by critics and scholars alike32 and did not set a lasting example for the historical epics that flourished in the 1950s onwards. Other subsequent film adaptations of Quo Vadis (the Italian TV series from 1985, and the Polish films from 2001 and 2024) did not manage to create a portrayal of Lygia better tailored to the expectations of the times in which they were released.33 To this day, the 1951 Hollywood Quo Vadis remains one of the few films set in ancient Rome that successfully created a strong female protagonist almost exclusively through verbal means. Its dialogue could still be used now as a point of departure by filmmakers intent on creating narratives about ancient Rome that, while acknowledging the historical limitations on female public agency in classical antiquity, are nonetheless populated by strong female characters who can better engage the interest of contemporary spectators.


Notes

	1. The history of studies focused specifically on film dialogue is barely twenty years old: Sarah Kozloff’s Overhearing Film Dialogue (2000) was the first academic monograph dedicated entirely to this topic. Even if followed by some noteworthy contributions by Piazza 2010, Jaeckle 2011, and Piazza, Bednarek and Rossi, 2011, it remains a marginalized topic in film studies to this day.

	2. See Hołobut and Woźniak 2017.

	3. Maria Wyke points out that journalists frequently commented on the modernity and humour of the dialogue in Cleopatra ‘as if the director had produced a sexual comedy about a modern woman, even though set entirely in antiquity’. See Wyke 2007, 281.

	4. They are part of the Special Collections in the Turner MGM scripts section of the library. All Quo Vadis related materials are classified by the signature Q/relative number. Scripts and other materials mentioned or quoted in this chapter are: Early Quo Vadis summaries from 1934, 1935 and 1936 (Q-60, Q-61); the Howard Estabrook outline from 1939 (Q-62); Walter Reisch’s outline from 1942 (Q-63); Cyril Hume’s script from 1942–3 (part I Q-69, part II Q-70); Samuel Behrman’s and Walter Reisch’s script from 1943 (Q-77); the composite script by Sonya Levien from 1948 (Q-80); Arthur Hornblow’s script from 1948 (Q-83); and research by Hugh Gray, part I, II and III (Q-93 and Q-94).

	5. In 1893, Sienkiewicz confessed to a friend: ‘I dream of writing a great Christian epic […], offering a series of images so magnificent and universal that they would have to be translated from “Polish” into every language’, letter to Dionizy Henkiel, quoted in Świętosławska 2016, 13.

	6. The scholarship on Quo Vadis is huge, but mostly written in Polish (for the bibliographical references see Świerczyńska 2015, esp. pp. 409–22). For recent publications in English, see Woźniak and Wyke 2020, and Woźniak 2020.

	7. Sienkiewicz’s portrayal of Poppaea is based chiefly on Tacitus, from which he took, among other anecdotes, the suggestion that Nero kicked her while pregnant leading to her death. (For more in-depth discussion on Poppaea and her depictions in films and television, see Rodrigues’s Chapter 7 in this volume.)

	8. For an in-depth analysis of the depictions of Lygia and Eunice in visual arts, see De Berti and Gagetti 2020, 165–91.

	9. A short French adaptation by Lucien Nonguet and Ferdinand Zecca had already appeared in 1901.

	10. I borrow the term from Stella Dagna’s Chapter 3 in this volume.

	11. For more on the Italian film in the United States, see Wyke 1997, 58.

	12. The plot of these two works presents so many similarities, including the name of the male protagonist (Marcus Vinicius in Sienkiewicz’s novel and the rather improbable Marcus Superbus in Barrett’s play), that it is difficult to believe it is just a coincidence. And yet, neither of the authors would have been able to read the work of the other before they published their own. Sienkiewicz started the serialized publication of Quo Vadis in March 1895, but he began to plan his new book at least two years before, while Barrett’s play was probably written in late 1894 and premiered in March 1895. Barrett’s play gives the impression of being almost a summary of the much longer Quo Vadis. It lacks many of the novel’s key figures, such as Petronius or Chilo Chilonides, and displays none of the meticulous historical research evident in the Polish writer’s text. Barrett uses the sign of the cross as a code for declaring one’s Christian faith secretly to others, yet the gesture only started being used as such in the second century CE. Sienkiewicz instead makes correct use of the sign of the fish.

	13. See further Wyke’s chapter in this volume.

	14. For a detailed analysis of Mercia in DeMille’s adaptation, see Mini 2017.

	15. On Colbert as Poppaea, see also Wyke’s chapter in this volume.

	16. For a list of translations, see Świerczyńska 2015, 136.

	17. In another connection with Sign, it was originally proposed that Nero should be played again by Charles Laughton.

	18. The decision to attribute to Vinicius rather than Petronius the plan to remove Lygia forcibly from her home has an important moral implication for his character. In the novel, Vinicius thinks about marrying Lygia and is persuaded by his uncle Petronius that it would be beneath him to marry a barbarian hostage. His uncle then proceeds to find a way to transfer Lygia to Vinicius’s ‘care’ without informing his nephew about the plan. In the film, Vinicius has no scruples about using the law on hostages to get Lygia as his slave, while Petronius objects to his idea and comments, ‘Is it even ethical?’

	19. Maria Wyke observes that the colloquial dialogue of Cleopatra appears to elide any significant distinction between the social habits of the past and those of the American present, see Wyke 2007, 282.

	20. See Stubbs 2020, 215.

	21. Cook 1949.

	22. For more on the postponement, see Richards 2016, 58–9 and Eldridge 1998, 140–1.

	23. On the depiction of ‘Christian maidens’ in religious films, see Babington and Evans 1993, 187–9, Wieber 2015, 225–40.

	24. The dramatic events after the fire of Rome, Lygia’s imprisonment and her rescue by Ursus from death in the arena do not contribute much to the dynamics of the relationship; they are only a series of external obstacles standing in the way of a happy ending for the lovers who have already come to a romantic understanding.

	25. In the novel, only the third of these scenes (the encounter in the garden) is present. Still, far from actively participating in the conversation there, Lygia simply listens to Vinicius’ ardent words. When he asks ‘Dost thou not divine what I say to thee, Lygia?’ she answers, rather like a simpleton, ‘No.’ (Chapter II). The first encounter of Vinicius and Lygia and his falling in love with her is presented in the novel indirectly by Vinicius, who tells his uncle, Petronius, about it.

	26. One could see here an echo of the scene in The Sign of the Cross in which Mercia initially welcomes Marcus Superbus’ advances and only has a change of heart when she realizes that ‘you never meant anything but to make me one of your slaves’.

	27. Scodel and Bettenworth 2009, 65.

	28. Mini 2017, 233.

	29. See Woźniak 2020.

	30. It did, however, still feel too contemporary to the taste of some critics, who made fun of it with comments like ‘Come visit us in Sicily and bring Drusilla and the children’. For more on this, see Morey 2008, 51.

	31. Scodel and Bettenworth 2008, 68.

	32. Quo Vadis was received enthusiastically by audiences, but got negative reviews from the critics, who labelled it, for example, as ‘tasteless religious tableaux’ or ‘a staggering combination of cinema brilliance and sheer banality, of visual excitement and verbal boredom, of historical pretentiousness and sex’. See further Morey 2008 and Richards 2008. While, in time, many scholars came to appreciate the film, the female characters, with the partial exception of Poppaea Sabina, never attracted much interest. The only studies that attempt an in-depth analysis of the cinematographic Lygia are Scodel and Bettenworth’s monograph Wither Quo Vadis? (2008) and Mini’s essay on the portrayal of Mercia and Lygia in the films of 1932 and 1951 (2017).

	33. Scodel and Bettenworth observe that the 1985 RAI television series did try to present Marcus and Lygia as ‘equal partners’ (2009, 73–4). However, the results of this attempt were not, in my view, particularly impressive.









CHAPTER 5

SCREENING THE ELITE ROMAN FEMALE’S GAZE OF DESIRE

Monica Silveira Cyrino

Introduction: Roman sexual excess
Film and television makers regularly return to Roman antiquity as a persistent, powerful source for historical and literary models to be celebrated on the screen, as well as for negative paradigms to be confronted, censured or covertly savoured. The opulence, power and beauty of cinematic Rome is often staged against its corruption, brutality and decadence, an opposition that offers a complicated mechanism of distancing and identification for the viewing audience.1 Within this complex process – a simultaneous attraction to and aversion from the lush but often decadent depictions of the ancient Romans onscreen – is the representation of Roman sexual excess, sometimes coded as a kind of deviance, which I have previously defined as the visual and narrative association of ancient Rome with sexually exotic or non-normative practices and extreme or fetishistic forms of sexual expression. The image of ancient Rome on screen is frequently used as a backdrop for adventure and romance, drawing the audience into a thrilling view of the luxury, debauchery and sexual excess notoriously enjoyed by the ancient Romans.2

There is a long cinematic tradition of using images and narratives of Roman sexual excess or even deviance on screen to reflect or critique current social attitudes about sexuality, and it is often the case that these tropes express fears and anxieties about changing sexual mores or gender roles in contemporary society.3 Moreover, Roman sexual excess or deviance on screen, since it is almost always centred on elite or aristocratic characters, can also function as an analogue for certain characters’ political rapacity, and so sexual excess depicted on screen can also symbolize the corruption of power and ambition. Films and television series set in ancient Rome often seek to define moderate or normal sexuality in the context of their plots in order to demonstrate the extent to which the elite Roman sexuality shown on screen is non-normative and is, in fact, excessive or deviant. However, what is defined as normal sexuality has changed quite a bit over the past century or so in the history of onscreen entertainment, and this definition continues and will continue to change: thus, the corresponding depiction of excessive or deviant sexuality on screen must inevitably undergo a concomitant transformation, and indeed an escalation. That is, when what used to be called deviant is now the new normal, how far can deviance deviate?

This chapter offers a brief survey of one specific trope within the vast network of strategies for screening Roman sexual excess: this is the figure of the sexually aggressive elite Roman female who looks. She is the one who chooses and consumes male objects with her desiring gaze, and thus she inverts the traditional hierarchy of the gendered cinematic gaze where men look and women are looked at.4 By analysing this trope, the exploration in my chapter seeks to answer the question: how far can Roman deviance deviate? In the case of the most recent representations of Roman sexual excess within premium television series, specifically subscription-based services that are unconstrained by the demands of advertisers and other forms of external censorship, the answer turns out to be quite far indeed. Furthermore, this chapter aims to provoke some questions about identification – how audiences of various gender identities might relate to characters portrayed on screen – and to examine how the recreation of Roman sexual excess or deviance on screen in the form of the active female gaze reflects contemporary sexual and social attitudes, anxieties and prejudices.

The Mulveian gaze
Modern cinema theory often focuses on the concept of the gaze, whereby the subject of the gaze, whether the camera, the viewer or a character within the film, enters into a hegemonic relationship with the object of the gaze. In her influential 1975 essay ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, feminist film critic Laura Mulvey introduced the concept of the male gaze as a feature of power asymmetry in Hollywood narrative cinema.5 According to Mulvey’s theory, the male gaze occurs in classic Hollywood film when the viewer, regardless of gender or sexual orientation, is put into the visual perspective of a heterosexual male; for example, when the camera lingers on the curves of a woman’s body or lips.6 In feminist theory, this male gaze expresses an asymmetrical and thus unequal power relationship between the viewer and the viewed, thereby objectifying the female target of the gaze; this is re-enforced by what Mulvey terms their ‘to-be-looked-at-ness’, or the way in which a character is objectified using media language through the framing of shots and positioning of the camera.

In mainstream cinema, then, as Mulvey argues, the male gaze typically takes precedence over the female gaze. Indeed, some screen media critics argue that the gaze is inherently male, such that the female gaze can only occur when the woman assumes the role of the male who gazes; that is, she identifies as masculine and so both objectifies and feminizes the male object of her gaze. Thus, in the context of onscreen re-creations of the ancient Roman world, the ubiquitous desiring and appetitive female gazer would represent another instance of the many tropes of sexual excess and inversion. The gaze of the sexually aggressive elite Roman female inverts the gender hierarchy: she enforces her masculinized power with her acquisitive and consuming gaze, and so subjugates and fetishizes its male object. In addition, within the strict gendered binary of the Mulveian gaze, this raises the question of whether the objects of her gaze necessarily become feminized in the process.

Yet other scholars suggest the cinematic gaze is not the property of the male gender alone, arguing that the onscreen female gazer is in fact negotiating her own gendered power hierarchy with the object of her desiring gaze.7 As one popular film critic recently declared in support of expanding the concept of the cinematic gaze: ‘Flattened, rigid applications of the notion of the male gaze have done more to damage our understanding of how movies work than to further it.’8 Accordingly, when the gaze itself originates in the eyes of a high-status, privileged or elite female figure, this may signify a narrative and thematic indication of a specific or different kind of female hegemony or agency. In the case of the archetypally powerful ancient Roman woman on screen, the object of her gaze is very often portrayed as subject to the vulnerable status of enslavement or other forms of servitude or obligation, and therefore incapable of expressing consent to or compliance with the sexual desires of the gazing Roman domina – or ‘mistress’, in the sense of a woman who exercises control over others.9 The cinematic representation of the Roman female gaze may, therefore, engage with and reflect current attitudes or concerns about shifting women’s roles in society, whether functioning as a celebration of those changes or a warning against them.

The case studies for the trope of the Roman female’s desiring gaze explored in this chapter include: the predatory Empress Poppaea with her rose-coloured spyglass trained on the object of her desire in Mervyn LeRoy’s lush mid-century spectacular film Quo Vadis (1951); the pampered aristocratic Roman women who ogle and choose bare-chested gladiators at the provincial ludus (gladiator school) in Stanley Kubrick’s epic Spartacus (1960); and the arrogant, greedy, social-climbing dominae who visually, and then physically, consume the fully naked gladiators in the premium television series Spartacus: Blood & Sand (2010). In the analyses that follow, we examine how the camera lingers on the physical attributes of the brawny male objects of the elite Roman woman’s gaze, suggesting a visual negotiation between their alluring male strength and vulnerability, yet also emphasizing the objectification, fetishization and consumption of the woman’s male targets. In these scenes, we see how the gendered hierarchy of power is mediated by the cinematography as much as the narrative.

Poppaea’s spyglass
The Roman epics of the 1950s inherited from earlier cinema the visual convention of exhibiting big lavish set pieces, using brand new film technologies like Technicolor and CinemaScope to combat the threat of competition from the upstart medium of television. Among these set pieces is the Roman orgy, or what modern audiences might describe as the ‘banquet with benefits’.10 Lavish, loud, decadent, visually titillating, filled with semi-clad dancing girls and oiled-up beefcake studs wrestling on the floor, the Roman orgy scene is shocking because of its blatant display of eroticism in a public context, one that invites the eager gaze of the film’s spectators as well as that of the participants represented on screen. Indeed, the orgy set piece becomes so traditional within the context of the Roman epic film that it is parodied and referenced in later media even more than the standard chariot races and gladiatorial combats; for example, when the Empress Nympho anticipates her need for orgy escorts in Mel Brooks’s History of the World, Part I (1981) (discussed below).

In the 1951 version of Quo Vadis, a big-budget religious spectacular directed by Mervyn LeRoy for MGM, the orgy scene is fairly tame compared with what is presented in art films of later decades or currently on premium television: such narrative and visual moderation was to be expected of mainstream films made during the mid-century period, as we shall see, due to the exigencies of censorship at the peak of the Hays Code. And while in this version of Quo Vadis there is no explicit sex, group or otherwise, the openly erotic and visual nature of the public imperial event is made clear by the storyline: the Emperor Nero (Peter Ustinov) has made the lovely hostage of war Lygia (Deborah Kerr) a gift to reward his victorious commander, Marcus Vinicius (Robert Taylor). As the jaded emperor gazes at his guests through his emerald-green monocle mounted on a ring on his index finger, the courtier Petronius (Leo Genn), to stimulate Nero’s appetite, offers him an ivory-handled scarlet glass with which to spy on the new couple: ‘Just for variety, divine lord, try a ruby!’ However, the lustful and cunning Empress Poppaea (Patricia Laffan) wants Vinicius for herself: the sequence offers an arresting camera movement, as the empress’s arm suddenly penetrates the frame to intercept the ruby-red spyglass from Petronius’ hand and position it for her own use (Figure 5.1). Then, from her reclining position on the royal couch, Poppaea invites her husband the emperor to view the spectacle of Marcus and Lygia, forcing his gaze towards them both, and in doing so she directs the gaze of the camera – and that of the audience – towards her desired goal. In this scene, the locus of the erotic excitement resides in Poppaea’s audacious acquisitive gaze and her blunt power to direct the gaze of other characters, the camera and the audience, and to make them see in red-hot Technicolor what she sees and desires. Thus the film offers a hint of non-normative sexual excess and inversion in the aggressive and fetishistic sexuality of Poppaea, as it signals an initial yet still conservative reflection of anxieties or fears about assertive and even adulterous female sexuality in the immediate post-war period.11
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Figure 5.1 The Empress Poppaea (Patricia Laffan) gazes at the object of her desire through a scarlet spyglass in Mervyn LeRoy’s Quo Vadis (1951). Warner Bros. Entertainment Inc.

As a mid-century Hollywood epic, Quo Vadis was subject to the Hays Code system of censorship,12 and so the film would have been compelled to use covert and sophisticated narrative and visual strategies to represent these two specific strands of Roman sexual excess: first, the orgy/banquet scene is coded as deviant because of its suggestive whiff of public pagan eroticism and group sexual experience; and second, the elite Roman female is shown to be extreme in her aggressive sexual desires, her slick sense of entitlement, and her effortless ability to be the agent of seduction and erotic conquest.13 Note that this display of deviance is visually titillating for the film’s audience, as a viewer can enjoy the public demonstration of group erotics and at the same time savour a moment of identification with a transgressive female character. And it is contrasted with the normative, private, domestic and demure Christian love that eventually grows between the leading couple, Marcus and Lygia. Thus, Quo Vadis engages in a complex and successful negotiation between the censorship imposed by the Hays Code on content and the eagerness of film audiences to view the depiction of the risqué eroticism of the ancient Roman world.14 Tension is successfully created between the moviegoers’ conflicting desires to embrace but also condemn the provocative or even debauched characters of onscreen Roman antiquity. But what happens when these rather mild and severely restricted forms of excess or deviance no longer shock an increasingly jaded audience?

Ladies’ choice
Films of the mid-century era continued to test the boundaries of the Hays Code by screening suggestive images and scenes of Roman sexual excess. Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960) still ranks as one of the most controversial films ever made, certainly for its politics, but also for its provocative take on the representation of sexuality on screen. With one key scene, Spartacus amplifies the cinematic trope of aggressive, hungry-eyed, aristocratic Roman female sexuality by linking it to the larger theme of the film: the subjugation and dehumanization of enslaved persons by the powerful Roman elite.15 This famous scene early in the film introduces two privileged Roman women, Helena (Nina Foch) and Claudia (Joanna Barnes), part of the entourage of the fabulously wealthy and ambitious Crassus (Laurence Olivier), as they visit the provincial ludus (gladiator school) of the lanista, Batiatus (Peter Ustinov) and request a private exhibition of handpicked gladiators. The sequence depicts the two noble Roman matrons as they select pairs of gladiators to fight to the death for their amusement and sheer sexual titillation.

As in earlier epic films set in ancient Rome, the exposed male body of the enslaved gladiators in Spartacus suggests a visual negotiation between strength and vulnerability. On an immediate surface level, this ‘choosing scene’ depicts the Roman matrons objectifying and dehumanizing the gladiators: Claudia refers brusquely to Draba (Woody Strode) as ‘the big black one’, and Helena callously compares the slaves to chickens who should have their throats cut for disobedience. In addition, Kubrick’s camera work emphasizes the objectification of the gladiators as animals, as the ladies peer at them through the thick iron bars that physically segregate the slaves from the elite Romans, separating them as if contained in a zoo or stockyard (Figure 5.2). Here the hierarchy of power is conspicuously mediated by the cinematography. Note, too, how the camera strives to work as the mechanism of the female gaze, as it chases the female figures viewing each gladiator along the line-up and hurries to keep up with them from one frame to the next. These are women on the move.

Moreover, it is clear that the pampered Roman women in the choosing scene in Spartacus experience a purely erotic thrill from reviewing the line-up of male gladiators, as Claudia purrs to the lanista: ‘I feel so sorry for the poor things in all this heat … Don’t put them in those suffocating tunics. Let them wear just [pause] … enough for modesty.’ The women’s sexual attraction towards the enslaved gladiators is explicit in their desire for the ones they overtly judge ‘the most beautiful’ and their demand that the gladiators take off their tunics. Film scholar Ina Rae Hark argues that the gladiators here are unambiguously treated by the Romans as animals and at the same time emasculated by their enforced striptease,16 an act conventionally reserved for female characters in classic Hollywood cinema, such as those played by Barbara Stanwyck in Lady of Burlesque (1943) or Natalie Wood in Gypsy (1962). So in this scene, the gawking, entitled, quick-moving women become the active subjects of the gaze, signalling a transition to the more sexually liberated female of the early 1960s, while also expressing social anxieties about this changing gender role.
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Figure 5.2 The elite Roman ladies Helena (Nina Foch) and Claudia (Joanna Barnes) view and select gladiators for a private show offered by the lanista Batiatus (Peter Ustinov) in Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960). Bryna/Universal.

In fact, the strategy of using the sexually aggressive elite Roman female as a symbol of societal decadence becomes so conventional in the context of the ancient Roman epic that it became an easy mark for comedic filmmakers, as in the brilliant and hilarious sequence from Mel Brooks’s History of the World, Part I (1981), starring Madeline Kahn as the delightfully named Empress Nympho.17 The comic scene depicts the over-sexed and wise-cracking empress choosing her partners for that evening’s orgy from a line-up of Roman soldiers based on their phallic endowment. All the soldiers are nude from the waist down and shot from behind, giving the film audience a satisfying view of their naked buttocks, while Nympho gawks at them from the front (‘you made some big decisions’, quips her equally impressed female attendant). While the comic film somewhat alleviates the disturbing issue of compulsion by portraying enlisted rather than enslaved men as the objects of a powerful woman’s desire, the scene serves as a vigorous parody of the aggressive gaze of the elite Roman female during the sequence where a partner is selected for the generically expected orgy.

But the cinematography of the choosing scene in Spartacus may also be carefully undercutting any sense of direct unmitigated power of matron over gladiator, while it certainly removes the women from the moral high ground. We see that it is the lanista, Batiatus, and the head male trainer, Marcellus (Charles McGraw), who moderate the entire charged interaction of the women with the enslaved gladiators. And significantly, Spartacus himself (Kirk Douglas) defies any attempt to visually subordinate him by openly and unflinchingly returning the women’s gaze. The scene is shot primarily from Spartacus’ side of the bars, giving the film audience the perspective of the gladiators, not just the matronae, and we see not only Spartacus but the other male gladiators directly and defiantly confront the women’s physical assessment of them. Thus, the choosing scene in Spartacus both signals the film’s impending central narrative of the slave rebellion and, at the same time, wants us to see that the women are immoral and foolish in their cold-hearted dismissal of these men as mere beasts for their visual entertainment and consumption – the women are judged and found lacking. So, the choosing scene indicates that the elite matrons’ sexual desires are inappropriate and even deviant and a certain sign of the corruption that will inevitably doom Roman society based as it is on the institution of slavery.

Spartacus presents the desiring gaze of the elite Roman female who actively looks as intimately tied to the theme of moral decay and the corruption of absolute power in a slave-owning society. Moreover, it is no accident that these intemperate women – ‘capricious painted nymphs’ as Batiatus later describes them – arrive with the ruthless and power-mad Crassus, whose own sexuality is made to appear undeniably excessive and deviant later on in the film in the infamous ‘oysters and snails’ scene where he is bathed by his young male slave, Antoninus (Tony Curtis). The scene was considered so shocking for its oblique and suggestive references to bisexuality, presented as a question of tastes, that it was censored from the film’s original print in 1960, but restored in the 1991 re-release of the film.18 Viewing the bath scene thirty or more years later no doubt makes it possible for a more subversive or queer reading, where the arguments produced by Crassus about his flexible sexuality seem entirely more reasonable for an elite Roman male character to make for an audience at ease with homoeroticism.19 Yet there can be no doubt that in the original film Spartacus, and in the novel by Howard Fast on which it was based, the theme of Roman sexual deviance is inextricably tied to the idea of the corruption of power held over others, especially in the figure of the ambitious Crassus, and in the depiction of the aggressive elite women who arrive with him in his entourage. Taking these together, the choosing gladiators scene and the ‘oysters and snails’ bath scene, Spartacus presents an image of the Roman privileged elite, including and especially the women, as morally corrupted by the direct control they possess over the bodies of others and hungry for fulfilment outside the constraints of marriage.

Women watching
While the recent revival of epic feature films set in antiquity has tended to focus on male characters and relationships, female characters continue to be well represented in recent and current premium television series about the ancient Roman world.20 The series Rome (2005–7) appeared on HBO (Home Box Office), the venerable subscription television service famous for its high-quality original shows such as The Sopranos (1999–2007), Sex and the City (1998–2004) and The Wire (2002–8). In its too-short run of two seasons, the series Rome depicts several elite Roman females engaged in frequent sexual interactions with other members of the elite, but these characters are usually not portrayed as motivated by sheer physical appetite. Rather their sexual strategies are presented as political, dynastic or compelled by vengeance, thus a surprisingly conservative representation in narrative and gender terms (and in terms of HBO’s brand). In the series Rome there are very few sexual encounters that cross class lines, and the elite female characters do not have sex with enslaved persons, although slave characters are often present.

Sex scenes in Rome are staged as primarily transactional, sometimes mutually pleasurable, but not as absolute conquest or objectification. The camera rarely takes the perspective of the desiring female gaze: when the elite matrona Atia (Polly Walker) sends a gift of a naked, well-endowed male slave to her rival Servilia (Lindsay Duncan) intending to gain her favour – ‘Large penis is always welcome!’ – the exchange is shown to be all business and devoid of sexual titillation, as neither woman expresses desire for the nude man, only cool calculation on Atia’s part, while Servilia reacts with wary disgust (Season 1, Episode 06, ‘Egeria’ – first aired 2 October 2005). Moreover, when male characters are displayed as sexual objects, it is other male characters who are watching. For example, we see the nude body of Mark Antony (James Purefoy) in numerous scenes across several episodes of Rome; however, as classical reception scholar Stacie Raucci has argued,21 when Antony becomes the object of the viewer’s gaze, he maintains full authority and control over his sexuality and its expression. As a powerful, free, aristocratic male figure, in contrast with the enslaved gladiators of Kubrick’s Spartacus, Antony is depicted as commanding the respect and obedience of those who gaze upon him.22

The character of Atia, historical niece of Julius Caesar and chief female protagonist in the series, would superficially seem to fit the cinematic stereotype of the sexually aggressive elite Roman female. Atia is portrayed as forceful, independent and open-minded on matters of sexuality. Yet in the series Rome, she herself is often the object of the desiring gaze of the camera and other characters. While Atia is almost always presented as the socially and sexually dominant partner, the cinematography still tends to objectify her female figure and centre it in the frame, such as the full-frontal nudity of Atia in a bath sequence (Season 1, Episode 01, ‘The Stolen Eagle’ – first aired 28 August 2005). Moreover, as I have argued elsewhere, her sexual encounters are staged less for her personal pleasure than for political gain, as she uses sexuality to secure power, status and resources for her family; for example, when she proposes a political alliance and marriage to Antony following a vigorous scene of their sexual intercourse (Season 1, Episode 06, ‘Egeria’).23 This behaviour aligns her more with the power strategies of elite males who use sexuality to manipulate others in earlier depictions of ancient Rome on screen, such as Crassus in Kubrick’s Spartacus, and mitigates the depiction of Atia as a desiring domina intent on seeking only her own erotic pleasures.24

As if to compensate for this shuttering of the female gaze in Rome, another television series followed shortly afterwards that was open about its intention to attract a twenty-first-century female audience with its portrayal of powerful female characters who desire and consume with their eyes – and their bodies. In 2010, the first season of Spartacus: Blood and Sand premiered on the STARZ premium channel, an American pay television service that has become well-known for first-run original series heavy on historical adventure and romance, such as Black Sails (2014–17) and Outlander (2014–current). Spartacus: Blood and Sand is a wildly successful retelling in thirteen episodes of the famous story of the gladiator rebellion from producers Sam Raimi and Rob Tapert,25 starring Lucy Lawless as Lucretia, wife of the ruthless lanista Batiatus (John Hannah). Through the sexual dominance and agency of its privileged female characters, and an intriguing inversion of normative cinematic representations of erotic relationships, the Spartacus series explores the nature of social and gender hierarchies as it situates them in, and openly interrogates, the corruption of slave-owning societies. Spartacus self-consciously adopts the style and tools of the traditional objectifying male gaze even as it reverses subject and object: it presents numerous scenes where women usurp the normal male gazing roles and thereby subvert audience expectations.26 Thus, the remarkable innovation of the series in the representation of female desire is its frequent depiction of women as sexually dominant figures who control not just their sexual encounters for themselves but the gaze and perspective of both the camera and the audience.

The Spartacus series is a heady mix of CGI-enhanced violence – highly stylized with fountains of blood frozen mid-air and splattering everywhere as in Zack Snyder’s action film 300 (2007) – with an extraordinary, perhaps unparalleled, amount of onscreen nudity, full frontal, lateral and dorsal, and graphic sexual acts of all varieties:27 heterosexual, homosexual (both females and males), group sex, masturbation and, most significantly for this chapter’s discussion, explicit and nearly constant female spectatorship of all these acts. These scenes are often cut together so that the sex and violence are unmistakably shown to be complementary activities.28 While Steven S. DeKnight, the series creator and lead screenwriter, claimed that the sex and violence themselves were not the primary focus of the four seasons of the series Spartacus, these explicit and graphic sequences nevertheless form a substantial part of the series content and drive its main plotlines.29 As both fans and scholars of the series note, the particular choices DeKnight and the other creators make in their representation of such material contribute significantly to modern discourse about gender and sexuality and especially to the representation of the sexual dynamics of the ancient Roman world in popular media.

Gods of the Arena (2011), a six-episode prequel to the first season, utilizes the same tropes to an exaggerated degree and features an immense amount of sex and violence. However, the next two seasons, Spartacus: Vengeance (2012) and Spartacus: War of the Damned (2013), present somewhat less frequent sexual activity, perhaps because of the greater plot focus on the battles and politics of the enslaved gladiators’ rebellion.30 Notably, throughout the Spartacus series, the major power dynamic between characters is fundamentally not one of gender (between male and female), but of status (between master or mistress and enslaved person).31 Ancient Roman settings in modern media permit a discourse about slavery that can be simultaneously critical and fetishistic; indeed, criticism of slavery forms the core of the thread of receptions of the gladiator Spartacus since the nineteenth century, a story that inevitably focuses on the disparate power relationships between masters and enslaved and/or criminalized persons. At the same time, the nature of that critical discourse has changed dramatically in this recent retelling in the Spartacus series, particularly with regard to the role of female characters and the depiction of their sexuality.

As numerous scenes from the series demonstrate, Spartacus uses graphic sex to underscore abusive power relationships, and the series clearly exploits conceptions of the sexual power differential between masters and enslaved persons, by explicitly emphasizing the idea of compulsion and non-compliance in sexual activity. Here the jaded voyeurism of the Roman elite is exposed and its deviance frequently presented through the female desiring gaze. While in HBO Rome, slaves were often the silent audience to elite sexual activity, in the subsequent series Spartacus the slaves are more blatantly objectified and used, as they are forced to participate in various sexual tableaux. Note, too, in the narrative arc of the whole Spartacus series, the enslaved status of the viewed and desired objects also challenges the notion of ‘Valentinian complicity’32 – the idea that there is any reciprocal pleasure in an exchange of looks with the elites who gaze at them – as enslaved persons have no choice whether to comply or not with their objectification.

Early in the first season (Episode 103 ‘Legends’), in a sequence during one of the many eroticized parties at the villa of Batiatus, the social-climbing Lucretia is desperate to capture the pleasure-seeking interests of the much higher-status elite Roman matron, the devious and spiteful Ilithyia (Viva Bianca) and thus gain her favour, in order to enhance the fortunes of her husband’s ludus. So, Lucretia prepares a sex show for her guests where an enslaved gladiator, Varro (Jai Courtney), is forced to penetrate a slave girl from behind and reach climax surrounded by a large crowd of clearly aroused elite Roman spectators: the camera takes the perspective of the voracious eyes (and hands) of Ilithyia, focusing on the effect the show has on her, while Lucretia watches her watching Varro’s robust performance. The duration, physicality and explicitness of the scene are extreme (to this viewer’s eyes) even by the generous standards of the series,33 as it serves to delineate several of the main characters early in the narrative of the show. Moreover, as historian Nuno Simões Rodriguez has noted, it carries an even weightier impact in the story because it is Varro who is chosen to perform:34 Varro is an auctoratus, a freeborn Roman and volunteer gladiator who has chosen to give up his freedom and suffer life in the ludus to raise enough money to pay off his debts and return to his wife. Thus, Lucretia’s selection of Varro is especially cruel and aims at humiliating him, while at the same time it underscores the self-indulgent entitlement and reckless privilege of the elite matrona Ilithyia, who is visibly gratified and titillated by the performance.

Like earlier depictions of ancient Roman sexuality in film, the Spartacus series presents sexually aggressive and even dominant elite women, and so this particular screen trope continues to challenge the standard Mulveian analysis that focuses on the cinematic pleasures available through the objectification of female characters via a male-centred gaze. As classical reception scholar Anise Strong has suggested, the Spartacus series breaks new ground in that intentionally it is visually oriented towards a thrill-seeking female audience, by offering to women masculine-style pornography – where the subject is the active pursuer:35 ‘Spartacus is not simply “pornography for women”; it is both “romantic” and “conventional” pornography for women, in which women usurp the normal male roles and thus subvert our expectations.’36 In the scene of Varro’s forced sexual performance, the elite Roman women in the series have aggressive penetrating gazes – the camera is on their side of the gaze – as they ogle and even possess the male gladiator bodies at the ludus.

In another extraordinary scene midway through the first season (Episode 108, ‘Mark of the Brotherhood’), the Spartacus series directly echoes and escalates the famous choosing scene in the earlier Spartacus film.37 Batiatus and Lucretia continue to try to ingratiate themselves with the elite Ilithyia, who has been invited by the lanista and his wife to become the financial sponsor of one of the new crop of gladiators at the school. The scene shows the spoiled Ilithyia as she chooses her gladiator favourite by how much he arouses her as a potential (or fantasy) sexual partner. As in the Kubrick film, there is a physical distance between owners and slaves, but here the masters are literally placed on a height, elevating them above the six newly enslaved gladiators. The visual perspective is either that of the masters looking down from above or the veteran gladiators watching from the wings, as the camera is mainly positioned behind the new recruits, who are merely a set of objectified male bodies. When Ilithyia asks, ‘How should I choose?’, Batiatus smirks and signals to the trainer, Doctore (Peter Mensah): ‘Our honored guest wishes to assess the recruits’ virtus’, used here as the Latin word for ‘manliness’. Doctore then orders the recruits to ‘remove your cloths!’ The camera pans behind the line of recruits, focusing on their nude posteriors as they slowly remove their loincloths. Then it pans back up to the desiring perspective of Ilithyia, as she giggles with pleasure at the sight of Segovax (Mike Edward) and his exceptionally large genitals, before swooping back down to give the audience the same view that Ilithyia has. After that she gasps: ‘The one on the left: he has truly been blessed by the god Priapus.’38 While the Kubrick matrons choose on the basis of the beauty of the male body, here Ilithyia differentiates the enslaved gladiators purely on the grounds of penis size – only the man’s perceptible sexual attributes are relevant. Like the conventionally objectified woman in American mainstream films reduced to scattered camera shots of breasts and legs à la Fatal Attraction (1987) or Basic Instinct (1992), here the gladiator Segovax has only one valuable body part worthy of visual attention.

Another significant sequence occurs in an episode written by Miranda Kwok, the lead female writer of the first season (Episode 105, ‘Shadow Games’). In this scene, Ilithyia asks for a private viewing in the nude of Crixus (Manu Bennett), the Champion of Capua and Batiatus’ reigning prize gladiator. The other two women in the scene, Batiatus’ wife, Lucretia, and her slave girl, Naevia (Lesley-Ann Brandt), are each carrying on their own secret affair with Crixus, who loves only Naevia. Unlike Kubrick’s Spartacus who returns a defiant gaze, the enslaved gladiator Crixus keeps his eyes down or turned sideways, away from the women who ogle him: thus the gaze, and indeed the possession, in this scene belong entirely to the women (Figure 5.3). Ilithyia treats Crixus neither as human nor as a beast, but as a beautiful statue, a motif echoed elsewhere in the series, where images of male nudity – and scenes where male sexuality is consumed by females – are often framed artistically between columns, statues and curtains.39
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Figure 5.3 The enslaved gladiator Crixus (Manu Bennett) is visually consumed by the Roman matrona Ilithyia (Viva Bianca) in Episode 105 ‘Shadow Games’ of the series Spartacus: Blood and Sand (STARZ, 2010). Starz Entertainment.

This scene is remarkably lacking in the fear, uncertainty or tentativeness that typically characterizes women’s reactions to the male body on screen: circling slowly around the naked Crixus, Ilithyia’s encompassing gaze echoes conventional cinematic representations of male visual possession of female characters, for example in Quo Vadis, when Petronius and Marcus Vinicius order the slave girl, Eunice (Marina Berti), to raise her arms and turn around while they ogle her physical charms. Here it is Ilithyia who demarcates the narrow boundaries of Crixus’ space and forces him into the motionless, objectified, passive role. Later in the same episode, Ilithyia even aggressively drives in the tip of a knife to penetrate the naked chest of Spartacus (Andy Whitfield); thus, in every way except her lack of an artificial phallus, Ilithyia takes on the normative male sexual role in cinema. However, as classical reception scholar Luis Unceta Gómez notes: ‘this female empowerment in Spartacus rests on a delegitimizing discourse, whose origins lie in the classical sources, and which attributes a depraved, immoral and lascivious character to these elite women … Their erotic gaze acts as a sign of their depravity, and so to a certain extent deactivates, or at least complicates the empowerment message.’40 Indeed, this controlling female gaze is represented not as liberating or triumphant but as oppressive and malevolent – not so much because the viewer is female, but because the object is enslaved and dehumanized.

One final scene worth discussing in this context (Episode 109, ‘Whore’) draws together and escalates many of the series’ overt themes of erotic excess and inversion, in particular the sexually consuming female gaze and the objectification of enslaved male bodies. Here the visual rendering of the male gladiator as a pin-up poster, an artistic representation of male perfection for the devouring eyes of women, becomes even more explicit. In this scene, the enslaved women of Batiatus’ household on Lucretia’s orders prepare Spartacus for his upcoming sexual service of an elite Roman matron: the enslaved gladiator Spartacus is prostituted by his owners to the aristocratic Roman women who wish to experience the thrill of his champion-league sexual performance.

In the first part of the sequence, the attractive male body is shown groomed under the control of female hands, as Spartacus is prepared for female eyes and female flesh to enjoy. The camera swoops around Spartacus and the viewers are compelled into the role of voyeurs, not particularly of the nude enslaved women as they work, but of the target of their attention, the gold-encrusted Spartacus, whose naked body becomes a raw surface for female artists. The male body is presented literally as an objet d’art created by female artisans for aesthetic pleasure. Next, the camera lens explicitly gives the audience the perspective of the privileged domina Ilithyia, as she takes the active role in striding towards her artistically framed and painted sex slave. With the faces of both male and female characters hidden by masks during the latter part of this scene, the camera follows the eyes of Ilithyia burning directly forward with sexual desire, as those of Spartacus are shuttered in submission. Even while establishing a repeated defiance of conventional gaze theory and gender norms on screen, the Spartacus series is also careful to remind the viewer that what fundamentally matters in negotiating these relationships is not just gender, but power and status. As such, this scene where Spartacus is compelled to perform sexually for the elite Roman women not only encapsulates this pervasive theme by portraying the aggressive female gaze as the dominant agent creating and driving the erotic encounter, but also critiques the imbalance – even inversion – of power by depicting the immediate reprisals suffered by the dominae who abuse him.

Conclusion
From Poppaea’s rosy spyglass through which she stalks her prey to the ivory mask of Ilithyia whose greedy gaze is finally gratified in the flesh, these depictions suggest that the elite female gaze may be the most constant and recurring element of Roman sexual excess on film and television screens, one that is easily amplified to adapt to the changing tastes of the current audience and their heightened expectations of visual thrills. And while it visually titillates the audience, the onscreen portrayal of the sexually aggressive elite female who gazes, with her overt ability to be an agent of power, seduction and sexual compulsion, also offers a direct critique of the modern woman, with her assertive, acquisitive and even adulterous female sexuality, even in productions that claim more progressive intentions and ambitions. Such a radical entertainment agenda may be glamorized for viewers with the attractive trappings of orgies and gladiatorial fights, but the screen texts explored in this chapter are using the visual discourse of the cinematic gaze to reflect upon – and to a great extent destabilize – both gender hierarchies and class inequalities, as well as their dangerous consequences. And even if the series is called Spartacus, it is no coincidence that the majority of the promotional one-sheets feature a sultry Lucy Lawless as the domina Lucretia who directly challenges the gaze of the viewer: the focus on her bold countenance in such advertising displays how the series explicitly celebrates and implicitly critiques the woman who looks.
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CHAPTER 6

CAESAR’S DAUGHTER:
LUCILLA ON SCREEN

Martin M. Winkler

Cherchez les femmes! Although dominated, ruled and otherwise run mainly by men, ancient Greece and Rome never lacked remarkable women, neither in history nor in the imagination (of myth or literature). The most powerful, and still most famous, woman of Greek history is Cleopatra VII, ruler or co-ruler of Egypt in 51–30 BCE; that of Greek legend is Helen of Troy (originally of Sparta). The Roman world had nothing to compare with them as far as fame and (mis-)fortune are concerned, having Cleopatra only by association. From early on it had Lucretia, model of chastity; heroic Cloelia; and, later, Portia, wife of Marcus Brutus. Yet, after the end of the Republic, quite a number of women were influential behind or close to the imperial throne. Livia (wife of Augustus), Agrippina the Younger (wife of Claudius and mother of Nero), Helena (mother of Constantine the Great) and Theodora (wife of Justinian I) head the list. Some of these women have become famous, or infamous, in our visual media of cinema and television, none more so than Helen and Cleopatra. Both of these have recently come to new prominence in twenty-first-century media: film, television, digital videos. This is part of the renewed interest in matters of antiquity and in matters of women’s roles in societies ancient and modern. The latter are often seen as contrasts.

Roman empresses could wield considerable power, as may be seen in the extensive list of their portrayals on screen by high-powered stars since the silent era. Examples include: Gloria Swanson as Agrippina, Claudius’ widow and Nero’s mother in Mio figlio Nerone (Nero’s Mistress, 1956); Siân Phillips and Charlotte Rampling as Livia, wife of Augustus, on television (respectively, I, Claudius, 1976 and Imperium: Augustus, 2003); and Susan Hayward as Messalina, Claudius’ earlier wife, in Demetrius and the Gladiators (1954). Livia has returned to prominence in the TV series Domina (2021 and 2023).1

By contrast, emperors’ daughters were much less influential. Still, one of them deserves attention for her two screen portrayals. This is Lucilla, daughter of Marcus Aurelius, in Anthony Mann’s The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) and in Ridley Scott’s Gladiator (2000) and Gladiator II (2024). I first summarize Lucilla’s historical record in order then to compare her modern incarnations. My procedure will be in the nature of explications des textes filmiques.2 The historical Lucilla differs considerably from how she appears in these films, but as the only child of the philosopher-emperor who upholds her father’s peaceful vision for Rome and as implacable opponent of her brother, Emperor Commodus, who intends to undo his father’s legacy altogether, the Lucilla of cinema warrants closer attention than she has received so far.

Fade-in: Lucilla in history
Imperial Roman women could assume powerful parts in government. A modern historian summarizes the chief aspects:


Women could not rule on their own in Rome, but they played a prominent role in dynastic considerations …. Female members of the imperial family could supply legitimacy to imperial claims of their men (husbands, sons or even grandsons). These could become a threat to the emperor, the women themselves a powerful voice in the emperor’s ear. The influence of sisters, daughters, mothers and wives (and mistresses) on the emperor features continuously in ancient narratives …. From the reign of Augustus onwards … female members of the imperial household are said to have intervened in public affairs as a matter of course, and documentary evidence shows that they regularly did …. In the later empire, empresses who intervened with their husband or sons on behalf of Christians could even be praised for their involvement in imperial decision making.3



Annia Galeria Lucilla (148/9–182 CE) was the second child after another daughter of the future emperor Marcus Aurelius and his wife Faustina.4 In 164 she was married to Emperor Lucius Verus, her father’s co-emperor, received the title of Augusta (‘Empress’) and bore Verus two daughters and a son. The latter, also called Lucius Verus, and one of his sisters died young. After Verus’ death in 169, Lucilla married, for reasons of state but against her and her mother’s will, Tiberius Claudius Pompeianus from Roman Syria, a much older man of lesser rank who was a general under her father.5 Their son became a senator and was executed by Emperor Caracalla. After her younger brother Commodus succeeded their father in 180, Lucilla became involved in a conspiracy to assassinate him, possibly because she thought herself overshadowed by Commodus’ wife. The conspiracy was discovered in 182. Lucilla was exiled to Capri and soon after executed. There is, however, a different account of her death, one that implies a date ten years later. According to Cassius Dio,


Claudius Pompeianus … had been betrothed to the daughter out of Lucilla, but had intimate relations both with the girl herself and with her mother; in this way he had become friendly with Commodus, so that he was his companion both at banquets and in youthful escapades. Lucilla, who was no more modest or chaste than her brother Commodus, detested her husband, Pompeianus. It was for this reason that she persuaded him to make the attack upon Commodus; and she not only caused his destruction but was herself detected and put out of the way.6



Except for her political activity against Commodus, virtually nothing of her life made it onto the screen.

First close-up: Lucilla in The Fall of the Roman Empire
Sophia Loren received first billing in The Fall of the Roman Empire and was the second actress to receive a salary of one million dollars after Elizabeth Taylor for Cleopatra (1963). The film’s American souvenir programme began its description of her like this: ‘Sophia Loren is a Roman so she brought to the role of Lucilla … not only the warmth and beauty which have made her one of the great stars of the screen, but also a sense of history.’7 This is correct in terms of her great beauty and stature as actress – she had received a Best Actress Oscar in 1960 for Two Women – but less so in terms of her historical awareness. Publicity statements for historical epics were often ingenious in their rhetorical strategies for claiming authenticity – here Loren’s ‘sense of history’ may be alluding to some of her previous screen performances. She had appeared in a small part, uncredited, in MGM’s Quo Vadis (1951), had played the title character in the comedy Two Nights with Cleopatra (1954) and, in Attila (also 1954), had been Honoria, daughter of Emperor Constantius III, sister of Emperor Valentinian III and an Augusta herself.

A ‘novelization’ of The Fall of the Roman Empire, intended to cash in on the film’s release, appeared simultaneously in the United States and the UK. The novel was based on an earlier screenplay since its plot differs noticeably from that of the film. It provides a detailed description and characterization of Lucilla at her first appearance, which also differs from that in the film although it captures the essence of Lucilla as we see her on screen astonishingly well. The author wrote with Loren in mind:


Heads pivoted, swinging back to catch sight of the legendary loveliness.

Her beauty was the kind that made men ache to behold it, the fire and excitement from her mother, with a depth of character and inner self-respect Faustina had never known in her unhappy life. Lucilla had inherited her father’s gentle sense of dignity. She stood proud and regal in her ivory chariot ….

Lucilla’s dark radiance was enhanced by the wisdom and intelligence glowing in almond-slanted eyes. One almost felt, looking at her, that he saw her not only as the daughter of an emperor, but of a philosopher.

Furthermore, [no one] beholding her failed to see she wore both her overpowering beauty and great rank with a simple and natural grace. Even held aloof from them, she was untouchable, yet not unreachable, for she was unaffected and easy, making no effort to prove she was the daughter of an emperor. Her soft smile showed she saw no reason for proving anything.

Only the most sensitive man could see the deep well of unhappiness inside her, the faint shadows across her eyes, the barest look of bleakness in her smile, an old memory that never set her free.8



This memory is that of Lucilla’s mother, who was rumoured to have been unfaithful to her husband.9 One of these rumours explained the difference between the virtue of the father (Marcus Aurelius) and the vice of the son (Commodus) by charging Faustina with an adulterous affair with a gladiator. There is no evidence for its truth, but a climactic plot twist late in the film uses such ancient gossip to dramatic effect. The souvenir book illustrates Lucilla’s melancholia in an expressive black-and-white portrait of Loren in half profile before a black background. This is one of several promotional photographs (Figure 6.1).

Lucilla’s importance for the plot of The Fall of the Roman Empire, which takes large liberties with documented facts, far exceeds that of her historical model. Her first appearance, in which she prays for her father’s health and for peace in the empire, establishes her as a force for good. It parallels that of her father. We first see Marcus attending a sacrificial ritual, his head covered according to Roman custom. Lucilla is shown as religious and virtuous: she prays at the same outdoor altar as Marcus had done. More importantly, she wears a simple, although attractive, gown; her head is covered as well. Indeed, throughout the film, Lucilla is seen in modest and unostentatious clothing – nothing like the sumptuous dresses that standard historical epics provide for their royal or aristocratic women. Lucilla’s ornate clothes in Gladiator will again conform to this stereotype. The point becomes most obvious in the final sequence of Mann’s film, when Lucilla, dressed in homely brown and without any jewellery, tries to warn the Romans about their impending doom brought about by Commodus’ misrule. Lucilla’s appearance is, doubtless intentionally, a powerful contrast to the spectacular beauty of the film’s sets, both indoors (palace interiors) and outdoors (the Roman Forum). Sets and costumes had the same designers.
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Figure 6.1 The Fall of the Roman Empire. Lucilla’s dark radiance: one in a series of publicity images of Sophia Loren. By permission of the Jerry Murbach collection.

Intimate scenes between father and daughter are noteworthy; there is no such scene between Marcus and Commodus. ‘The future will make great demands on you’, Marcus tells her, a foreshadowing of her unavoidable marriage to Sohaemus, king of Armenia, for the sake of a new political alliance between Rome and the East. This is fiction.10 Her beloved, the fictional general Livius, tries in vain to persuade her not to go along with her father’s plans and to leave empire and politics behind in favour of an anonymous but happy existence with him. But she cannot: ‘I’m Caesar’s daughter.’ And: ‘How can you ask me to forget everything I am, all that my life means?’ Lucilla is the only person present at Marcus’ bedside when he dies. His death makes her marriage to Sohaemus inevitable, and she leaves Rome with him.

The first onscreen meeting of Lucilla and Commodus had revealed, chiefly through Commodus’ ironic words of greeting, a long if unacknowledged tension between them. The latter’s disastrous policies in the eastern half of the empire bring her back to Rome from Armenia. She confronts Commodus: ‘You’ve only had one idea: to smash and destroy everything Father did.’ Livius, too, has become Commodus’ enemy out of concern for the empire, which Marcus had entrusted to him. Commodus banishes Livius and Lucilla from Rome. This is followed by a rebellion of the armies and a treasonous alliance with an enemy empire: Persia. The Persians are stand-ins for the historical Parthians. Sohaemus is part of this conspiracy; so is Lucilla, who is acting out of concern for the legacy of her father. As she explains to Livius: ‘I am a great part of this …. We are breaking away from Rome.’ Such words and the action they describe are historically inconceivable.

Lucilla’s vision is that of a new empire, separate from Commodus’ Rome, that will bring about the peace Marcus had wanted. Indeed, she is Caesar’s daughter, not merely what filmgoers might have expected: a figure of romance in a stereotypically male-dominated action-and-spectacle tale but an active, if unsuccessful, force determined to shape history. Her political engagement, however, does not mean that she does not fulfil audience expectations of love and romance. ‘It is out of love that I have dared so much’, she says later. This love is for Marcus and Rome as much as it is for Livius.

At the end, Commodus fully reveals the megalomania and insanity that had been latent in him from the beginning. He goes as far as to have the head on the statue of Jupiter in the temple on the Capitol replaced with his own. To prevent the worst, Lucilla, back in Rome with Livius, attempts to assassinate Commodus on her own – no conspiracy here. This is a dramatic scene with an unexpected plot twist, one based on ancient gossip. In the palace, Lucilla approaches, from behind, a seated man who is contemplating a bust of Faustina. She thinks that this is Commodus and raises a dagger to strike him down – but it turns out to be Verulus, Commodus’ gladiatorial trainer and himself an experienced fighter. When she implores him to kill Commodus, Verulus reveals to her that he, not Marcus Aurelius, is Commodus’ father and would not kill his own son. Lucilla is horrified. But Commodus, from offscreen, has overheard Verulus and now knows that he has no claim to the throne. He mortally wounds his father. Verulus stumbles off, only to fall into a large indoor pool, accompanied by a resounding splash. The sound, echoing around the empty hall, tells us that this was a huge set, like most others in the film.

Commodus condemns Lucilla and Livius to death on a pyre but has Livius freed in order to duel with him in the Roman Forum. Livius kills him and saves Lucilla. When he is offered the throne, he contemptuously but also resignedly walks off with Lucilla into anonymity. After Commodus, Rome cannot be saved. The empire is auctioned off to the highest bidder, an indication of irreversible corruption and the inevitable end, even if this end will arrive only centuries later.

The offscreen narrator pronounces a final verdict: ‘This was the beginning of the fall of the Roman Empire. A great civilization is not conquered from without until it has destroyed itself from within.’ The film’s prologue and epilogue were contributions by American historian Will Durant, who had been approached to lend the film historical respectability and received a screen credit as historical consultant. The ending is in the spirit of Edward Gibbon, who had begun The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776) with the death of Marcus Aurelius in 180.11 According to ancient historian and Roman senator Cassius Dio, this year was the turning point in the empire’s history: a kingdom of gold descending into one of iron and rust.12 All this turns a film which most viewers would have expected to be an uplifting spectacle in the manner of Ben-Hur (1959) and Spartacus (1960) or even Cleopatra (1963) into a near-tragedy: the personal sacrifices of Marcus Aurelius, Livius and, not least, Lucilla were all in vain. Chaos prevails, as the dark smoke ascending to the blue heavens from the Germanic prisoners being burned at the stake off-screen makes immediately evident.

Second close-up: Lucilla in Gladiator and Gladiator II
Three and a half decades later, Danish actress Connie Nielson was Lucilla in the unacknowledged remake of The Fall of the Roman Empire. The earlier film’s importance was de-emphasized as much as possible, although its existence could not be passed over in silence.13 Nielsen had not previously appeared in parts set in antiquity but would later play the Amazon queen Hippolyta in the live-action version of the Wonder Woman cartoon series (Wonder Woman, 2017; Wonder Woman 1984, 2020) and its spin-off Justice League (2021). She reprises her part as Lucilla in Gladiator II (2024), again under Scott’s direction. Nielsen described the Lucilla of 2000 in the following words:


The script completely gripped me. There are colossal elements … and yet the story is very intimate in how it brings you into the personal relationships between people, especially in the case of Lucilla. She is caught between the ambitions of her brother and the will of Maximus, with whom she has a past …. She lives in a time when women did not have a voice, at least officially. But she is her father’s daughter and has been raised in the center of much political intrigue, so she is definitively capable of using whatever is at her disposal to survive.



Much of this is factually unobjectionable, although the imperial women of history had not been quite as silent as Nielsen thought.

Nielsen’s words are unsurprising, since she unintentionally restates what Mann’s Lucilla had already shown us. Equally unsurprising, then, is how Gladiator portrays its Lucilla. As one of the film’s producers observed about the decision to cast Nielsen in the part:


We spent a long time looking for the right actress to play Lucilla. When we saw Connie, we knew we had found her. I had the feeling I was watching a young Sophia Loren in The Fall of the Roman Empire. She … had the presence we needed for Lucilla.14



As Nielsen mentions, her Lucilla had been given an earlier love affair or at least a close romantic relationship with Maximus, the film’s titular hero and equally fictional equivalent of Mann’s Livius. Scott’s Lucilla had been married to Lucius Verus and has a son, a cute pre-teen. Maximus, too, is married and has a little boy. Besides this backstory, there are some major differences in the two screen versions of Lucilla. The long version of Gladiator, although still shorter than The Fall of the Roman Empire, gives Lucilla more time on screen than Loren’s Lucilla had been granted. As Maximus’ former lover, Lucilla is crucial for his vengeance on Commodus for the massacre of wife and child. Most importantly, Lucilla is Commodus’ sister in a manner far darker than had been possible in the 1960s. The interactions between the siblings determine the plot of Gladiator as much as do those between Commodus and Maximus.

Lucilla’s first conversation with her father introduces us to another backstory in Gladiator: not all has been well between them. ‘If only you had been born a man – what a Caesar you would have made’, he says to her. This may sound like respect for her forceful personality, but such is not quite the case. ‘You would have been strong. I wonder: would you have been just?’ he continues. Her reply is not as straightforward as it may sound at first hearing: ‘I would have been what you taught me to be.’ Marcus then reveals why he had summoned both Commodus and Lucilla to him: she is to help Commodus accept Marcus’ decision that Maximus, not Commodus, should be his successor. The words in which Marcus expresses this reason are revealing: ‘He loves you. He always has. And he will need you now more than ever.’ Traditionally, such language describes romantic couples. How exactly Commodus loves Lucilla will become clear soon enough. Viewers had received an inkling of what is to come when Commodus, about to see Marcus, had asked her, standing at some distance from him: ‘Kiss?’ He expects her to come to him, but she only kisses her hand to him. All this may appear innocent, but seasoned filmgoers will sense that more is left unacknowledged.

Marcus, after the exchange just quoted, breaks off his conversation with Lucilla rather abruptly: ‘Enough of politics. Let us pretend that you are a loving daughter and I am a good father.’ This is the opposite of the father–daughter relationship in Mann’s film. Lucilla now gently smiles at Marcus, but her words to him, on which the scene ends, are something else again: ‘This is a pleasant fiction, isn’t it?’ Such an exchange, had it occurred in the earlier film, could fit only Marcus and Commodus. Marcus smiles back at Lucilla but has nothing to say. His silence implies agreement. This Lucilla is a different kind of Caesar’s daughter. Still, she weeps for him when he is dead.

Marcus’ death, this time at Commodus’ hand – or, rather, hands, because Commodus throttles him – indicates the son’s Oedipal conflict with his father. Commodus is weak and labile but also devious and lethal. And he has no moral scruples. His love for Lucilla becomes progressively unhinged. At first, after Marcus’ death, it seems that she can control him. She may suspect Commodus of murdering Marcus because she twice slaps him, but immediately afterwards she kisses his hand: ‘Hail, Caesar!’ She is being only slightly sarcastic. When Commodus enters Rome in triumph, Lucilla is on his chariot almost as his equal. She is present during his first meeting with the senate and, when things between senators and emperor become tense, defuses the situation. Soon after, Commodus contemplates abolishing the senate altogether in order to implement his own vision for the future greatness of Rome, which consists mainly of gladiatorial games. Lucilla can calm him down for the present: ‘There’s always been a senate.’

Their relation becomes more alarming in their next encounter. Lucilla finds Commodus alone with little Lucius in her son’s bedroom. ‘He sleeps so well because he’s loved’, Commodus says pointedly. She diverts his attention from his decision to abolish the senate and mixes him a tonic: ‘I think you need your rest now.’ He wants her to stay with him during the night, but she manages to extricate herself: ‘You know I won’t.’ Apparently, this is not the first time. ‘Then kiss me’, he demands. If they have not done so earlier, viewers now realize that there is a dark undercurrent between brother and sister. She kisses him on the forehead, then leaves. She now knows that Commodus will not remain content with being brushed off. Immediately, Lucilla meets with some of the senators in secret. Viewers are informed that Commodus’ Rome is already turning into a totalitarian state. The film’s modern overtones are intentional.15 They reinforce Lucilla’s abilities as a survivor in the highest reaches of imperial power.

Lucilla now voices her true allegiance: to Rome. Commodus, she says, must die. But she is also concerned about her son, heir to the throne and in danger from Commodus. So the conspirators need a replacement for Commodus once he has been overthrown. At the moment Commodus is too popular with the crowd because of his lavish spectacles in the Colosseum. But when Lucilla realizes that Maximus is even more popular, she sees a way out, as several close-ups on her thoughtful face tell us.

The next scene between brother and sister, at night in his bedroom, spells out, visually more than verbally, Commodus’ full depravity. He tells her that she is the only one he has to share his life and dreams with. While both are sitting side by side on his bed, he puts his head on her shoulder in a medium close-up. In close-up, she looks pensive and anxious; she knows, as viewers do, what he wants from her. He reclines her on her back, his face above hers. This resembles a moment familiar from romance stories and films: lovers. His fingers touch her lips: ‘Open your mouth.’ She does not. But he gently forces it open a little more. (My words here may seem paradoxical but accurately describe the nature of what we see.) Terrified as she is, she is completely silent and remains motionless (Figure 6.2).

Commodus puts his lips close to hers, and an incestuous kiss seems imminent. Instead, he lowers his head on her shoulder and on the top of her chest: ‘You know I love you.’ A cut now shows us her face from above, screen left and with the top of his head screen right. It is a highly intense moment. If taken out of context, this shot would make her appear erotically aroused. ‘And I love you’, she whispers. Immediately, and still in the same shot, her face assumes an expression of sorrow mingled with disgust. A cut then returns us to our earlier view of them, and she rises from the bed and leaves. This may well be the film’s most extraordinary scene. Its power derives from the intense eroticism that we are watching – viewers, at least many males, almost becoming peeping Toms – and that may make many in the audience uncomfortable, given the scene’s incestuous nature.

One other scene reveals a warped erotic undercurrent of a wholly different nature. It occurs between Commodus and Lucilla’s son. She finds them in close conversation, with Commodus’ arm on the boy’s shoulder. Commodus is telling Lucius the story of Cleopatra’s suicide. This time he utters veiled threats about her son’s survival to keep Lucilla in line, telling Lucius a tale about Emperor Claudius who learned about a conspiracy against him from a ‘busy little bee’. Soon, in another dramatic scene, and in Lucilla’s presence, Commodus drops all pretences. He will have Lucius killed if Lucilla ever crosses him again. But there is worse: ‘And as for you – you will love me as I’ve loved you. You’ll provide me with an heir of pure blood, so that Commodus and his progeny shall rule for a thousand years. Am I not merciful?’ His last word reveals his sense of inferiority towards Maximus, whom the arena crowd had called ‘the Merciful’ when he spared a defeated gladiator. Commodus’ thumb caresses Lucilla’s lips; she is in tears from sheer terror. But, when he then leans down to kiss her, she is still proud enough to defy him again by averting her face. Even in despair she remains true to herself. Commodus’ pent-up frustration now erupts. He brutally forces her to look at him and screams: ‘Am I not merciful?’ All seems lost.
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Figure 6.2 Gladiator. Lucilla and Commodus in an all-too-intimate moment. Screen capture. DreamWorks Studios LLC & Universal Studios.

There is no subtlety in any of this. Frustrated in his erotic and imperial desires – he knows about the conspiracy against him – Commodus is now virtually unhinged. But this scene works because only Commodus’ death can save Lucilla, Lucius and Rome. It will occur when Maximus kills Commodus in the Colosseum. But Maximus himself dies through Commodus’ treachery. With his last words Maximus reaffirms Marcus Aurelius’ vision for Rome. The senate, it is more than implied, will restore a republican form of government. There is no fall of the Roman Empire. Differently from our earlier film, the personal sacrifices of Maximus and Lucilla lead to positive results. Marcus’ vision for Rome will bear fruit. Gladiator thus conforms to the standard Hollywood view of history, in which the personal fate of one or more protagonists brings about great changes, and often rewards, in the course of time. Michael Wood once concisely summarized this side of historical epic cinema:


The favorite epic story … concerns a persecuted group secretly supported by God [or, in our case, acting on behalf of justice and freedom].… There aren’t all that many models for a big confrontation between a powerful (but doomed) tyrant and a virtuous victim whose virtue, in the end, will reap rich historical rewards. This is the encounter that takes place in epics, and it seems natural that American moviemakers should, no doubt unconsciously, fall back on a popular version of their country’s birth.16



A brief consideration of Lucilla’s two major scenes with Maximus is instructive in this context. Here, too, the personal and the erotic take precedent over the political. They first meet, unexpectedly, after Marcus Aurelius appoints Maximus as his heir. Lucilla appears somewhat embittered because of their shared past and is rather harsh in addressing him. But then she softens. They tell each other about their young sons. When he leaves, she looks after him wistfully. Evidently, she still feels more than a little affection for him. Later, she visits him in prison to enlist his participation in her (so far unsuccessful) attempt to remove Commodus from power. This scene is the most charged one between them because of its more than romantic undercurrent and provides a pendant, as it were, to the later scene between Lucilla and Commodus in his bedroom. Maximus at first assumes that she has come to gloat over his misfortune and to assert herself above him, perhaps as revenge for their break-up. Her first words seem to prove him correct: ‘Rich matrons pay well to be pleasured by the bravest champions.’ He counters: ‘I knew your brother would send his assassins. I didn’t realize he would send his best.’ He suspects that she had approved of Commodus’ orders to kill Maximus’ wife and child or at least known about them. She denies this – rightly – and tells him about her concerns for Lucius as heir of the empire. She calls for Maximus’ trust, but he remains suspicious. She hints that he is still alive to fulfil a higher purpose: ‘Today [in the arena], I saw a slave become more powerful that the emperor of Rome.’ The reason: ‘The mob is Rome.’ Now he knows that she is plotting against Commodus but still considers himself powerless. She reminds him of his former self: ‘I knew a man once, a noble man. A man of principle who loved my father. And my father loved him. This man served Rome well.’ ‘That man is gone’, he replies. Now, in profile and in a tight close-up that becomes even closer as their faces near each other, the two of them appear in a manner, familiar to viewers, like a pair of lovers about to kiss. But no; he tells her never to come to see him again. Understandably in his position, he does not have the political vision that she has. The close-up is broken; now they are separated. Maximus calls the guard to be returned to his cell: ‘The lady is finished with me.’ Earlier, while they were arguing, his hand had momentarily closed around her throat.

Nothing even vaguely like this could have occurred in The Fall of the Roman Empire. There was no explicit or even implicit eroticism between its lovers, only the requisite romance. A partial exception was the moment in which Commodus reunites Livius with Lucilla in order to bring Livius over to his side. Livius finds Lucilla stretched out, sleeping, on a kind of sofa (in Greek, a klinê) in the imperial palace. She awakens, and they kiss. We see them in an unexpected overhead shot, with an elaborate mosaic prominent on the bedroom floor. Erotic intimacy is thus expressed only indirectly and in a unique, and uniquely elegant, visual style.

The scene in Gladiator is undeniably powerful, not least because it plays with – or rather against – a specific moment in Spartacus: that of decadent aristocratic Roman women ogling the nearly naked bodies of gladiators. The latter are behind bars; here, Maximus is chained and in a dungeon. The scene’s impact is not so much on the level of advancing the plot in its historical contexts – after all, Lucilla fails in her intent to win Maximus for the senate’s conspiracy against Commodus – as on the level of erotic tension. It thus reinforces Lucilla’s private rather than political importance. This Lucilla has had to deal with three men crucial for her life and survival: first, with her lover Maximus, then with her husband, as her child’s father, and now with Commodus. A fourth factor is her son. The Lucilla of The Fall of the Roman Empire had nothing like this to contend with. She had only a straightforward romance and, presumably like Scott’s Lucilla, a loveless marriage. Her Commodus had no incestuous longings for her and, accordingly, had been far less creepy. This is evident from an early scene between Commodus and Livius, in which they renew their boyhood friendship by out-drinking each other before Livius tells Commodus about Marcus’ decision concerning his succession. The scene includes two young Germanic women. At the end Commodus goes off with one of them; his purpose is easily deduced. The scene’s ending establishes his straightforward sexuality.17 Three and a half decades later, the Commodus of Gladiator has become a far more insidious villain. He is still a megalomaniac, but now he has acquired an Oedipus complex and a warped obsession with his sister. The latter is the precondition for much of the film’s portrait of Lucilla. She has to fend for Rome, and she has to fend off her brother from her son and herself.

The portrayal of Lucilla in Gladiator II extends that of the earlier film. The story resumes in the early third century, when the psychopathic brothers Geta and Caracalla are ruling as co-emperors. A third villain, the coolly calculating Macrinus, a Numidian trainer of gladiators who is scheming to usurp the throne, appears later. The historical Macrinus may have been of Berber origin; he was emperor for no more than two months in 217. None of this trio of baddies has the seedy charm of Scott’s Commodus. The hero of the film is Lucilla’s son Lucius, now grown up. We learn that she had spirited him away from Rome to Numidia to protect him from certain assassination. Violent power struggles, it is thus implied, had resumed after the deaths of Commodus and Maximus. So much for the hopes of Maximus – and Lucilla – for the political renewal of Rome at the end of Gladiator. In a pale copy of the original film’s plot, Lucius is taken prisoner, becomes a slave-gladiator, fights in the Colosseum and eventually vanquishes Macrinus, who has already killed both emperors. As in Gladiator, Lucilla is conspiring against imperial tyranny with some of the senators. After some mother–son entanglements, she encourages Lucius to defend the legacy of both Marcus Aurelius and Maximus.

The Rome of Gladiator II is as dark as that of Gladiator. Accordingly, our first glimpse of Lucilla shows her in gloomy surroundings. She now possesses a mature beauty and is still a commanding presence. She is happily married. Her husband, the fictional General Acacius, is at first the emperors’ loyal servant but then, with Lucilla, realizes how ruinous to Rome they are. He turns against them but is condemned to duel to the death with Lucius in the Colosseum. Lucius wins but spares him, and Acacius is killed by the Praetorians. Her happiness over, Lucilla, too, is condemned to death in the arena as a public spectacle, tied to a white-and-gilded stake atop an elaborate wheeled platform. Aficionados of epic cinema will be reminded of the stake to which Lygia had been tied at the climax of MGM’s Quo Vadis. From far away, Macrinus kills Lucilla with an arrow. Hers is an unheroic death, staged and edited perfunctorily. A character as prominent as she had been in two epics deserves better.

Her anticlimactic death is not the worst that befalls Lucilla in Gladiator II. The film incorporates brief excerpts from Gladiator, a clear attempt by director and screenwriters to remind viewers of the ‘backstory’ of twenty-four years ago. Audiences are entitled to expect a basic level of consistency from one film to the other, at a minimum regarding the storyline but, more importantly, its recurring characters: primarily Maximus, Lucilla and Lucius. In what appears to be a misguided attempt to involve audiences more closely, Gladiator II radically changes one crucial plot aspect. Now it is revealed that Lucius’ father was not Lucilla’s first husband but none other than Maximus. This plot twist contradicts everything about the relationship between Lucilla and Maximus in Gladiator. It is a nonsensical turn, artificially imposed on a poignant love story. Small wonder that Russell Crowe, who had won an Academy Award as Best Actor for his Maximus, has reportedly repudiated this change. And what may Nielsen have thought? Viewers with fond memories of Gladiator are likely to be disappointed by its sequel. As far as Lucilla is concerned, it is best ignored.

Final cuts: different Lucillas
The Fall of the Roman Empire and Gladiator approach their topics differently. They present different cinematic technologies (pre-CGI vs extensive use of CGI); different styles in their presentation of violence, action and spectacle; different perspectives on Rome and its empire, evident through the prominence of different parts of the city as places for major plot turns (the Roman Forum and senate hall in The Fall of the Roman Empire, the Colosseum in Gladiator), and different distortions of history.18 As a result, there are also different characterizations of Caesar’s daughter. The highly charged erotic atmospheres in which the Lucilla of Gladiator has to deal with Maximus and especially with Commodus place her in pseudo-historical contexts that are far removed from the strictly romantic situation of Lucilla in The Fall of the Roman Empire. That Lucilla was spared any unsavoury attentions and was granted a happy future, if only in self-imposed exile and without any power or splendour. The Lucilla of Gladiator is as lonely at the end as she was at the beginning. More importantly, her dysfunctional family situation limits her to playing chiefly a private or personal rather than a public or political role. This is so despite her connections with the senatorial conspirators. That Gladiator emphasizes the nuclear family and not Roman society at a crossroads is evident early on, when Commodus kills Marcus Aurelius out of narcissistic injury and on the spur of the moment.19 Marcus’ death in The Fall of the Roman Empire occurred exclusively for political reasons. In this regard it may be instructive to consider one scene from each film side by side. Each exemplifies the different portrayals of Caesar’s daughter. I begin with the ending of Gladiator.

Lucilla is with Maximus at his death, standing over him in the centre of the arena after he has killed Commodus. Now she addresses Senator Gracchus, embodiment of Rome’s noble tradition, and the Praetorian Prefect, symbol of imperial power: ‘Is Rome worth one good man’s life? We believed it once. Make us believe it again.’ Lucilla has finally come into her own as Caesar’s daughter. But this is a fleeting moment, as becomes clear by what she says next, when she turns to the bystanders in general: ‘He was a soldier of Rome. Honour him.’ These are noble words, and audiences will have responded accordingly. Director Scott recently observed: ‘I’m drawn to strong, intelligent women in real life. Why shouldn’t the films reflect that?’20 Still, this amounts to little more than a cliché, a variant on the standard Hail the Conquering Hero! That this hero is dead does not detract from his victory. The same was the case at the end of Spartacus. Its hero, but not the Spartacus of history, had died on the cross; his victory came centuries later. Maximus has died in the arena, but the film ends on a pretty, if rather kitschy, panoramic view of a new dawn. It is morning again in Rome.

By contrast, a brief scene in The Fall of the Roman Empire shows us a Lucilla who virtually embodies the spirit of her father and represents the best of Rome as a civilization rather than as an empire. This scene is in full accordance with Dio’s ancient and Gibbon’s modern perspectives. It reveals Lucilla’s significance by giving her the words that pay the greatest tribute to Marcus Aurelius and to herself as Caesar’s daughter. The scene occurs immediately after the intermission almost half-way into the film. It is easily overlooked and was sometimes cut from shortened release versions. Lucilla, about to leave Rome with Sohaemus, brings the scrolls that contain Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, which had played a notable part in the film’s portrayal of the philosopher-emperor, to the Tabularium, the building in which Rome’s official records were kept.21 The hall that Lucilla enters is conspicuous for a giant statue of the goddess Roma, the personification of city and empire (Figure 6.3). With its size and gleaming white marble decorated with gold, it dominates various larger-than-life bronze statues of male warriors which are displayed around the room. The entire hall is remarkable for its many white columns and mainly black walls, both of marble. The humans surrounding the goddess are dwarfed by all this splendour. Still, our impression is not one of conspicuous luxury but one of awe, which transcends all ostentatiousness. We sense, quite appropriately, the spiritual greatness of Rome. ‘Look about you and look at yourselves, and see the greatness of Rome’, Marcus Aurelius had exhorted the empire’s assembled leaders in an early scene. Here, in a different but related way, we do, too.
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Figure 6.3 The Fall of the Roman Empire. Lucilla (foreground, centre left) entering the Hall of Records. Screen capture. © Samuel Bronston Productions.

To the officials present, and equally to the audience in the cinema, Lucilla voices what amounts to a simple but eloquent statement of an ideal Rome, of the great civilization that the narrator will refer to at the end:


In these buildings you store all the law and all the writings of the great men of Rome …. I ask that you guard these, the Meditations of my father Marcus Aurelius. Whatever else happens in the days to come, let not these be destroyed, for this is Rome.



To attentive viewers it is particularly poignant that the scene which immediately follows should be set in the very same hall. Now, however, there occurs something radically different: Commodus, taking power, repudiates everything Marcus had stood for and initiates his ruinous policies – all this before the Dea Roma. Historically, it is extremely unlikely that an announcement such as Commodus is making should have taken place here. But this pair of scenes beautifully expresses, in its very visuals, the point made by Cassius Dio about Rome’s golden age. Here we see it on the screen – for the last time. Unintentionally but poignantly, the two scenes that open the film’s second half exemplify what ancient rhetoricians used to call a callida iunctura: a clever juxtaposition that illuminates a point without directly stating it. Rarely if ever has the loss of an entire civilization been expressed so movingly in a work of popular art. And it is Lucilla, not Marcus Aurelius, not Livius, and not any of the senators we encounter who simply but memorably expresses the greatness of Rome.

Fade-out
The Fall of the Roman Empire has often been considered, not quite correctly, as a major cause for the demise of grandiose historical film epics that occurred in the 1960s.22 Gladiator, by contrast, was a huge commercial success and brought Romans and, in its wake, Greeks back to the silver screen, if with mixed results regarding artistic quality. Social and political developments since the 1960s, such as advances in women’s political and social rights and in various phases of feminism made possible, even necessary, the different incarnations of the historical Lucilla, a shadowy because little-known character in the history of Rome’s imperial women. Thus the Lucilla of Gladiator can take the by now expected, if still limited, part in political affairs and in the future of Rome. The Lucilla of The Fall of the Roman Empire was her now underappreciated precursor. Both show us pleasant fictions about what an emperor’s energetic daughter might have achieved. What a Caesar she could have made!


Notes

	1. As discussed in multiple chapters of this volume.

	2. My comments on The Fall of the Roman Empire are based on its original release version (c. 183 mins), those on Gladiator on the film’s longer version of 2004 (171 vs 155 mins).
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	5. Cf. on this Hist. Aug.: M. Aur. Ant. 20 and Comm. Ant. 4.4 and 5.7. Schnegg 2020 includes a survey of the Lucilla on record.
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	8. Whittington 1964, 18. Whittington was a prolific author of crime-and-adventure pulp fiction. For more on this novel see my comments in Winkler 2009a, 37–43. Winkler (ed.) 2009 contains the major ancient sources on Marcus Aurelius.
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	10. On this see Drijvers 2009.

	11. On the presence of Gibbon see Winkler 2009b. The film’s director was clear about Gibbon’s importance to the film and himself; see Mann 2009; the glib title is unlikely to have been Mann’s. On Durant’s prologue and epilogue see Winkler 2009b, 163–5, with source references.

	12. Cass. Dio 72(71).36.

	13. That such was the case may be seen in Landau 2000. Minimal, and generally dismissive, references to The Fall of the Roman Empire occur at Landau 2000, 19–20 (‘in the category of interesting failures …whose plot featured several of the main characters who later appeared in Gladiator’) and 21 (‘Anthony Mann’s intelligent film was lost on most sixties audiences’). The condescending praise en passant in the second quotation echoes Elley 1984, 108 (on the senate debate about the nature of Roman power): ‘one of the most thoughtful sequences ever placed on 70mm [film]’. On Gladiator see especially the contributions in Winkler 2004. This book contains the major ancient sources on Commodus. Much else has been published on Gladiator; recent books about its wider context are Diak 2018 and Steenberg 2021.

	14. This and the preceding quotation are from Landau 2000, 54.

	15. On this see Pomeroy 2004.

	16. Wood 1989, 184. The first edition appeared in 1975.

	17. The scene suffers considerably from extensive pre-release cuts. Its equivalent in Whittington 1964, 47–53, makes everything clearer. Commodus has a sadistic streak and is turned on by his power. The two women are prisoners of war.

	18. On these see, respectively, Ward 2009 and 2004.

	19. The concept of narcissistic injury (or narcissistic wound) goes back to Freud and, like the Oedipus complex, is controversial. Psychological and therapeutical literature is extensive. A non-specialist starting point is the first book by Swiss psychologist Alice Miller: The Drama of the Gifted Child (1979), revised as The Drama of Being a Child (1995).

	20. Quoted from Schulman 2023, 40. He lists examples from Alien (1979), Thelma and Louise (1991), G.I. Jane (1997) and House of Gucci (2021).

	21. On this aspect see in particular Clay 2009. Ward 2009, 77, calls Marcus Aurelius ‘[t]he film’s historically most accurate character’.

	22. A summary is in Martin 2007, 185–90. Details, now partly outdated, are in Besas 1985, 52–67 (chapter called ‘The Rise and Fall of the Bronston Empire’). His curt dismissal of The Fall of the Roman Empire (61) is best disregarded. Rosendorf 2007 gives an overview of international filmmaking in Franco’s Spain.









CHAPTER 7

POPPAEA’S EROTICIZATION IN CINEMA

Nuno Simões Rodrigues

In the brilliant comedy History of the World – Part I (1981), written, produced and directed by Mel Brooks, ancient Rome is symbolically represented during the time of Nero, who appears as a buffoon, married to an empress named Nympho (Madeline Kahn). Indeed, Brooks’s Nympho exhibits moments of great enthusiasm when selecting the men/soldiers who will be present at her private ‘orgy’. Nympho is entirely unknown to History and historiography but symptomatic of a popular perception of Poppaea Sabina rooted, although exaggerated and potentially distorted, in classical sources, notably Tacitus.

Throughout the history of cinema, Poppaea has been portrayed as a woman associated with power, primarily through her relationship with Emperor Nero, whom she married as his second wife. She is predominantly depicted as a villain, aligning herself with one of the worst tyrants in history according to popular perception and a certain tradition perpetuated by some elites and religious groups. In cinema, portrayals of Poppaea generally seem to follow this same trend. Rarely, if ever, do we encounter a Poppaea for whom complete empathy is expected from audiences. Since the early days of cinema, this Roman empress is primarily depicted as a villain aligned with Nero’s villainy, but she gradually acquires an erotic aura that verges on the borders of pornography. In this sense, Poppaea assumes characteristics comparable only, perhaps, to those of Cleopatra VII and Valeria Messalina.1 Her political character may be compared to other Roman women, such as Livia or Agrippina Minor, but her erotic aspect brings her closer to other female figures, no less political but equally bold in terms of defining a highly sexualized femininity, in a tradition dating back at least to the nineteenth century.

When compared to what ancient sources tell us, however, these cinematic representations of Poppaea prove to be innovative, conveying an image that often has more to do with the times that produced them. This chapter will thus analyse what ancient sources allow us to know about Poppaea Sabina, proceeding then to a brief analysis of the image of the empress constructed in the nineteenth century, and concluding with the reception of the figure in cinema, first as a ‘mere’ villain and later as an erotic-pornographic heroine. Her villainous characterization justifies the portrayal of Poppaea’s death at the hands of her husband (though not always strictly adhering to ancient texts) as a necessary punishment for such great wickedness, especially towards Christians. However, her performance as the empress of lust leads her to become a symbol of an era receptive to pornotopic images that are frequently associated with antiquity in the popular imagination. This association is largely driven by how Christianity, first in its origins and later in its reformist and nineteenth-century revivals, constructed the image of ancient Rome. In this regard, the Roman woman embodied by this empress becomes a metaphor for both ancient Rome and a modern ‘permissive’ world.

Poppaea Sabina in ancient sources
The daughter of Titus Ollius and Poppaea Sabina, the Empress Poppaea Sabina immediately strikes us as unusual due to being known not by her father’s names (according to Roman practice, she should be called Ollia), but by her mother’s. In truth, there is not much that we know about this wife of Nero. The sources are significantly laconic, with the portrait drawn by popular culture being more familiar than the historical elements associated with her. Of all the ancient authors who mention Poppaea, only one likely knew her: Flavius Josephus, who refers to the empress as theosebes (AJ 20.195; see also 20.252). This designation of Poppaea led several authors to consider her as sympathetic towards Judaism or even a Jewish proselyte.2 However, the adjective theosebes simply means ‘God-fearing’ or ‘pious’ in general, not necessarily pious towards the God of the Jews.3 Nevertheless, it is evident that if a Jew like Josephus used it of Poppaea he recognized in her characteristics that could be reconciled with Judaism. In another text, however, Josephus reveals his closeness to the empress, recounting that upon arriving in Italy, he established contact with an actor named Alyturus, who was of Jewish origin and esteemed by Nero. Through him, Josephus says, he was introduced to Poppaea, from whom he obtained the favour of releasing Jewish priests who had been imprisoned by the Roman procurator in Judea (Vita 16). This is indeed the only testimony we have about Poppaea Sabina, which was transmitted directly by someone who actually knew her.

However, Poppaea is mentioned by other authors, from whom we can reconstruct some of her life and understand the significance attributed to her in ancient historiography. She is believed to have been born before 31 CE, as her father died in that year.4 Judging from the sources, Poppaea Sabina was a particularly beautiful woman, a fact emphasized by both ancient historians and poets (e.g. Ps.-Sen. Oct. 544–6).5 This is a distinguishing feature in the portrayals of virtually all Poppaeas in cinema. Poppaea’s aesthetic and cosmetic knowledge was said to be legendary, to the extent that Juvenal, a satirical poet of the first and second centuries CE, mentioned a cream invented by her for skin care (Sat. 6.462), and Dio Cassius, a historian of the second and third centuries CE, reported that she bathed daily in milk from recently born donkeys to maintain her beauty (62.28.1, an allusion to this practice is also made by Pliny, HN 28.50, and Juvenal, Sat. 6.469). Pliny the Elder also notes how Nero’s attention to her hair led to the introduction of a new colour and terminology for hair dyes:


Domitius Nero, among the other extravagant behaviours of his life, bestowed this name upon the ringlets of his wife Poppæa, and, in certain verses of his, he has even gone so far as to call them amberish. As fine names, too, are never wanting for bodily defects, a third tint has been introduced of late for hair among our ladies, under the name of “amber-colour”.

NH 37.12.3



Suetonius says she was the only woman Nero loved (Nero 35; cf. Otho 3; Plut. Galba 19.2). However, this point does not seem to have been of interest in her cinematic representations. Indeed, Poppaea seems always to be more of a burden to be borne by Nero or there for the maintenance of a sexual fetish than being a woman loved beyond any limits. This same interpretative trend likely explains why Poppaea is almost always depicted in cinema without emphasis on her maternity. The portrayal of Poppaea as a mother, however, is depicted in Franco Rossi’s version of Quo Vadis (1985), closely following the narrative of the novel on which it is based. In this adaptation, she is shown as the mother of two children: Augusta, Nero’s daughter, and Rufrius Crispinus, her son from her first marriage (Suet., Nero 35; Figure 7.1).6

According to ancient sources, before marrying the emperor, Poppaea Sabina was previously married to Rufrius Crispinus, a Roman knight and former praetorian prefect whom Nero eliminated in 66 CE (Tac. Ann. 16.17). With Crispinus, she bore a son who died at the age of four. Suetonius asserts that Nero ordered the child’s execution by drowning (Nero 35; echoed in Ps.-Sen. Oct. 728–30). However, most scholars consider this to be a rumour of anti-Neronian propaganda.7 Under Nero’s principate, Poppaea divorced Crispinus to marry Marcus Salvius Otho, a friend, or even a favourite, of the emperor, as attested by Tacitus (13.45–6), Suetonius (Otho 3) and Plutarch (Galb. 19.2). It is most likely that, enamoured with Poppaea, Nero requested Otho to marry her so that he could be with her whenever he pleased, while maintaining his marriage to Octavia for political reasons.8

In 58 CE, compelled to divorce Poppaea, Otho was dispatched to govern Lusitania (modern Portugal) leaving Poppaea free for Nero (Tac. Hist. 1.13).9 Nero’s attentiveness to Poppaea is evident in the fact that, at least by 63 CE, the empress was already revered as Poppaea Augusta.10 This reverence likely escalated in that year when Poppaea gave birth to a daughter named Claudia Augusta, prompting grand celebrations at the imperial palace in Rome. Unfortunately, the infant Augusta passed away four months later. The following year, Poppaea became pregnant again but did not survive to give birth. Tacitus suggests that the empress may have fallen victim to her husband’s fits of rage, as he kicked her while she was pregnant (Ann. 16.6). Yet, the manner in which sources describe the emperor’s behaviour after Poppaea’s death leads us to consider, at least, involuntary manslaughter, as Nero remained faithful to Poppaea’s memory after her death. This fidelity was demonstrated not only through the funeral ceremonies he organized for her and the funeral oration he dedicated to her, but also through the apotheosis through which he confirmed her divinity (Tac. Ann. 16.21), associating her with Venus (D.C. 63.26).11 Consequently, scholars today consider that Poppaea may have died as a result of complications related to pregnancy, which anti-Neronian propaganda transformed into an infamous case of uxoricide.12
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Figure 7.1 Cristina Raines portrays a sober and maternal Poppaea, here depicted alongside her son Rufrius Crispinus (7.1a) and her daughter, the little Claudia Augusta (7.1b). Quo Vadis (dir. Franco Rossi, 1985). RAI Radiotelevisione Italiana.

Apart from these broad elements (aristocratic family history, piety, beauty, maternity, and her adoration and deification by Nero), little else is known about Poppaea Sabina.13 Contemporary accounts otherwise portray Poppaea in an intensely negative light, a perception that is difficult to separate from the anti-Neronian sentiment that followed the emperor’s death, particularly during the Flavian dynasty. Tacitus refers to her as a ‘concubine’ (paelex, Ann. 14.60) and ‘imperial favourite’ (principale scortum, Hist. 1.13). The same historian implies that Poppaea, along with Tigellinus, was the closest confidant of the emperor’s atrocities, including matricide (Ann. 14.1; also mentioned in D.C. 61.12) and uxoricide (D.C. 62.13).14 Apart from the lasciviousness associated with feminine vanity and hyperbolized suggestions of adultery, accounts of the empress are primarily marked by cruelty, notably evident in her desire to see for herself the decapitated head of Nero’s first wife and her rival, Octavia (Ann. 14.64; D.C. 64.2). However, much of this reputation stems from the political climate of dynastic transition at the time, which should be taken into consideration in our reception of the empress.15 As Edward Champlin notes, ‘The real Poppaea is all but lost to history, permanently obscured by the ferocious caricature of her.’16 Indeed, the historical Poppaea is unlikely to be fully understood today, considering the complexity inherent in the life of any historical figure from the distant past. But, as we will see, cinematic portrayals of the empress seem to have transcended the filter that ancient sources have put in the way of our understanding of the figure. The essence of what ancient authors say is present on film, either through direct adaptation of sources or through other texts, such as nineteenth-century historical novels or plays. However, the cinematic portrayal of Poppaea Sabina seems to have gone beyond these pieces of information in new directions.

The post-antique reception of Poppaea Sabina
The key materials on which filmmakers drew seem to emerge primarily in the nineteenth century, coinciding with heightened interest in Nero as a persecutor of Christians. Two texts in particular, the novel Quo Vadis by Henryk Sienkiewicz (1896) and the play The Sign of the Cross by Wilson Barrett (1896) have contributed significantly to shaping the image of the empress in the twentieth century.

Across the nineteenth century, there were some particularly significant moments in the reception of Nero and Poppaea. The first occasion occurs with the texts of the French writers Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas. Hugo in 1827 published the poem Un chant de fête de Néron, in which the tyrant-emperor begins to assume the shape of an aesthete-prince, without, however, giving up the desire to eliminate Christians.17 Dumas in 1837 wrote the novel Acte, focused on the figure of the imperial freedwoman mentioned by Tacitus (Ann. 13.12, 46; 14.2), but in which Nero and Poppaea play an important role as villains confronting the Christianity represented by the converted freedwoman. In 1876, the historian Ernest Renan published L’Antichrist, which would constitute the fourth volume of his Histoire des Origines du Christianisme. In that volume, Renan equates Nero with the Anti-Christ, as the first great persecutor of the Christian Church. Poppaea is primarily a lover of Jews who, in that capacity, encourages the persecution and extermination of Christians. In a recent essay, Tatiana Kuzmic even labels her ‘The Whore of Babylon’, a biblical figure (Rev. 17.3–18) whom the empress seems to embody.18

These French works had a significant influence on Henryk Sienkiewicz’s novel Quo Vadis (1896),19 the third major moment of the nineteenth century re-creation of Nero and, therefore, Poppaea. It is a historical novel written in the tradition of Walter Scott.20 It became one of the most important receptions of ancient Rome in modern culture, and persisted with a romantic view of Nero, in which the emperor oscillates between tyrant and aesthete but always symbolizes a paganism opposed to the emergence of Christianity. Once again, Poppaea Sabina is tainted by this latter perspective, being considered ‘the incarnation of crime and evil’ in the eyes of Christ’s followers,21 always ready to push Nero in the direction of hatred against them.22 This is how Sienkiewicz describes her in Quo Vadis, as she enters Nero’s banquet hall (Chapter 7): ‘She was greeted with shouts, and the appellation “Divine Augusta”. Lygia had never seen anyone so beautiful, and she could not believe her own eyes, for she knew that Poppaea Sabina was one of the vilest women on earth.’23 The Polish writer even creates a slave named Lilith, the African, whose name evokes the cursed character referenced in Jewish culture, reinforcing the empress’s connection to an undesirable Jewish sphere and to a potential idea of darkness symbolized by the origin of the slave (Chapters 9 and 11).24 Like Renan, Sienkiewicz feeds in the idea of Poppaea’s philo-Judaism, which gains an uncomfortably antisemitic connotation in the context of nineteenth-century Catholic Poland where there was a significant Jewish community.25

Poppaea’s anti-Christian character persists in Wilson Barrett’s play The Sign of the Cross, written and staged in 1895, and turned into a novel the following year (1896, New York, Grosset & Dunlap Publishers). The plot of this play revolves around Marcus Superbus, a Roman patrician, who falls in love with a young Christian woman named Mercia, eventually converting to Christianity on account of his love. Superbus, however, has a passionate lover in the patrician Berenis who, to avenge unrequited love, turns to Poppaea to obtain Nero’s condemnation of Mercia ad bestias, and to add Marcus Superbus to the condemned. Poppaea’s character is a distant figure in this play, with little pathos developed for her by the author, instead her arrogance and significant influence over the emperor are clearly laid out.26 In the play, the empress appears to act from a kind of perverse and malevolent female solidarity with Berenis.27

Essentially, these are the nineteenth-century works (to which we can add paintings produced at the time)28 that definitively influenced the representation of Nero and, consequently, Poppaea, in cinema. However, as we shall see, if screen media initially followed the same strategy as the nineteenth-century texts, presenting an essentially cruel and perverse Poppaea,29 they eventually diverged from this version and assumed, over the course of the twentieth century, alternative interpretations of the empress better suited to their periods of production.

Poppaea in cinema: malevolent empress
Antiquity, especially biblical and classical antiquity, stands among the earliest themes embraced by cinema for its screenplays. Contextualized in an era that regarded the ancient world as the source of major works of art (including painting, sculpture, literature and music), cinema simply followed the cultural trend of the late nineteenth century.30 It is in this context that the first film in which Poppaea featured appeared: the 1901 French production of Quo Vadis? by Pathé Frères, directed by Lucien Nonguet and Ferdinand Zecca.31 This was a short film of only three minutes, where some emblematic scenes from the novel were adapted into a single tableau vivant. Poppaea seems to appear alongside the emperor ordering the death of a defeated gladiator.

The nature of Sienkiewicz’s novel, which alternates between scenes representing historical or allegedly historical events and more intimate fictional ones, greatly contributed to the theatrical and cinematic adaptations of Quo Vadis.32 Nero’s principate is reconstructed for the reader in a vivid manner as is conversion to Christianity, which is presented in the form of a love story between a Roman soldier and a young Christian hostage of Rome. This novel has been adapted six times for film since the early twentieth century.33 The first significant version for the representation of Poppaea is that of 1912–13, in Italy, when Sienkiewicz’s novel was fully adapted into a feature film of 116 minutes, directed by Enrico Guazzoni.34 In this film, Poppaea (Olga Brandini) already has a significant role, standing out for her maternal character (she is the mother of the little Augusta, Nero’s daughter) but asserting herself as a cold, austere figure.

A Hollywood version, however, with a runtime of 175 minutes, premiered only in 1951, produced by MGM, directed by Mervyn LeRoy, and starring Patricia Laffan as Poppaea. The film, produced in the Cold War era, belongs to a genre of films understood as conveying ideological messages, portraying oppressive regimes as institutions against which the defenders of individual liberties fight.35 The Nero depicted by LeRoy’s film (Peter Ustinov) is a mixture of a failed poet and Renan’s anti-Christ, evoking both enchantment and horror.36 In the 1912–13 and 1951 films, there is some erotic aggression in Poppaea’s character, but it is not the main focus in the construction of a character devoid of any positive qualities.37 Although sexuality may be used as a tool for her ambitions, the emphasis lies on her ambition for political power. In LeRoy’s film, for example, her clothing, in snake-like or lizard green tones, her positioning, as if she were a coiled serpent, and her presentation, accompanied by leopards, suggest a realm of malignancy comparable to that of fin-de-siècle femmes fatales (Figure 7.2).38
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Figure 7.2 Patricia Laffan as Poppaea. Quo Vadis (dir. Mervyn LeRoy, 1951). Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.

The last cinematic adaptation of Sienkiewicz’s Quo Vadis dates back to 2001, and was directed by Jerzy Kawalerowicz. Poppaea (portrayed by Agnieszka Wagner) is a consistently present character, mostly characterized as a vile and odious woman, manipulative, spiteful, vindictive, relentless and somewhat jealous, with little emphasis on sexuality. Her main function seems to be to establish a contrast, at the level of ethos, with Lygia, whom she sometimes physically resembles.39

In 1904, the British William Haggar adapted for cinema Wilson Barrett’s toga play The Sign of the Cross which had premiered in England in 1895.40 Barrett’s text was published in the context of Protestant Victorian England, whereas Sienkiewicz’s novel emerged from a deeply Catholic country like Poland. The inherent differences in these two contexts would likely have also influenced the characterizations of their respective Poppaeas: one more akin to a sexually tempting and worldly Eve, as in Barrett’s portrayal, and the other more sinister, sophisticated but malevolent, almost diabolical, as depicted by Sienkiewicz. These differences also echoed in their respective film adaptations.

Despite the similarities in plot between the stage play and the film, there are notable differences, particularly in the fate of the protagonists and the presence of some historically significant characters. The Sign of the Cross was adapted for film three times: the aforementioned 1904 production, a second in 1914 (directed by Frederick Thompson and produced by Famous Players Lasky),41 and another, directed by Cecil B. DeMille, in 1932. In the 1914 version, the portrayal of Poppaea (Lila Barclay), in the fashion of the 1910s, closely resembles that in Barrett’s play, while DeMille’s version introduces new elements that significantly impact on the storyline.

In the 1932 version, Poppaea Sabina (Claudette Colbert) remains the same vile and ambitious woman, but she also exudes an eroticism previously overlooked in depictions of the empress, seemingly inherited from another character omitted in DeMille’s adaptation: Berenis. By choosing not to include that character in the film, some of her defining elements, such as her unrequited passion for Marcus Superbus and her resulting actions, are transferred to Nero’s wife. DeMille’s portrayal of Poppaea seems to inaugurate a trend in the representation of the empress that will culminate in the erotic-pornographic figure of the 1980s. The most significant aspects of this representation revolve around the storyline, the character’s ethos, i.e. her demeanour, behaviour and image.

In terms of plot/ethos, the emphasis lies on the empress’s fascination with Marcus Superbus and her relationship with Dacia (Vivian Tobin), veering towards a feminine homoerotic undertone, notably evident in the iconic scene of the milk bath, set in a lavish bathing chamber. The scene, guided by distinctly anachronistic dialogue about romantic gossip, concludes with Poppaea inviting Dacia to enter the bathtub, using the following words: ‘Take off your clothes, get in here and tell me all about it.’ DeMille’s Poppaea thus suggests more the modern woman of the 1920s to the 1930s than the empress of the first century. The casting of Claudette Colbert for the role itself pointed to this effect, as this actress, who perfectly embodied the role of the seductive woman, also corresponded to the model of DeMille’s urban New Woman (the same characteristics would lead her to play Cleopatra, once again under DeMille, just two years after The Sign of the Cross, in 1934).42 In terms of image, it is primarily the costumes, and sometimes the lack of them, that configure the character of DeMille’s Poppaea. Always portrayed with a well-defined feminine silhouette, there seem to be primarily two moments where the fatal sensuality of this Poppaea comes into full view: when she wears garments or assumes poses suggestive of a dominatrix in sadomasochistic settings; and in the bath scene, where the actress appears almost entirely immersed in what is suggested to be donkey’s milk. In the latter scene, the viewer is still permitted to ‘peek’ at her partially exposed breasts as a seashell, positioned behind her, provides the source of the milk and, simultaneously, evokes the presence of Venus (figure 7.3).43

It is important to remember that The Sign of the Cross is a film that still reflects the so-called pre-Code era (initiated in 1930 but only solidified in 1934 with the establishment of the Production Code Administration), during which sexual innuendos were still prominent alongside matters of morality and values. As noted by Elsa Mendes, in The Sign of the Cross, DeMille uniquely reconciles the puritanism of the Victorians and of early American settlers (especially in the characterization of Christians) with the exhibitionist decadence of the fin-de-siècle that is particularly evident in the costumes assigned to the Romans, especially those of Poppaea.44 Consequently, DeMille’s Poppaea emerges as a woman comfortable in the exercise of political and sexual power.
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Figure 7.3 Poppaea (Claudette Colbert) takes her bath in donkey’s milk. The Sign of the Cross (dir. Cecil B. DeMille, 1932). Paramount Pictures.

Poppaea in cinema: imperial harlot
In Italy, between the 1920s and the 1980s, sixty years passed during which, according to Maria Wyke, Nero only ‘resurfaced in small-scale ventures, cheap parodies, or the so-called “sexy” genre, designed for release in the less prestigious movie theaters’.45 Indeed, this was the case, and once again Poppaea ended up contaminated by these developments in the treatment of Nero and became a heavily sexualized figure, which is the subject of this section. The scene in which Poppaea (Claudette Colbert) appears in a bathtub filled with milk, while holding audience with Dacia (Vivian Tobin), points to an eroticization justified by ancient sources but goes beyond them due to its subtly homoerotic nature. When Poppaea invites Dacia to undress and join her in her pool, as if she were in 1930s New York, the camera focuses on Dacia’s feet and legs, showcasing to the audience the moment when the character rehearses a striptease and sheds her attire, but concentrating solely on the lower limbs in an almost fetishistic manner.46

This scene is joined by others in which the viewer may observe the emphasis given to Claudette Colbert’s bust, the luxury of jewels and dresses, which even evoke sadomasochistic fantasies, and, above all, the homoerotic atmosphere created around female characters, especially between Mercia (Elissa Landi) and Ancaria (Joyzelle Joyner) and between Dacia (Vivian Tobin) and Poppaea herself (Claudette Colbert). DeMille’s Poppaea touches on sadism, as suggested by the images in which she, to the sound of orientally toned music, appears wearing a two-piece ensemble: a top resembling a harness used in sadomasochistic environments, coupled with a long skirt tightened by leather straps. Similarly, clad in costumes throughout designed by Mitchell Leisen, she is depicted draped in pearls, wielding a baton to strike a gong as if it were a whip and she were assuming the role of a dominatrix (Figure 7.4).47 The sexuality she embodies goes far beyond the limits that would be imposed on cinema by the Hollywood codes of the later 1930s.48 Evidently, specific audiences were targeted. Male viewers would be enticed by the portrayal of a sexually alluring and assertive vamp, while female viewers would find appeal in a sophisticated and daring woman, reflecting the desired attributes of the Modern Woman of the 1930s. More conservative audiences would simply perceive this Poppaea as the embodiment of an especially perverse temptation.


[image: ]
Figure 7.4 Claudette Colbert as Poppaea, striking a mirror-gong as if whipping someone. The Sign of the Cross (dir. Cecil B. DeMille, 1932). Paramount Pictures.

Associated with various representations of perverse sexuality, this aspect of the screen portrayal of Poppaea developed in productions about ancient Rome that were distributed outside mainstream cinemas, given their porno-erotic nature. In 1951, in Italy, under the direction of Mario Soldati, the film O.K. Nerone premiered, featuring Poppaea, played by the sensual Silvana Pampanini, who already insinuates traits highlighting sexuality and an erotic tone.49 In 1956, Stefano Vanzina directed Mio figlio, Nerone in Italy. This is a light comedy, with hints of historical parody, but it features performances by important names in cinema: Vittorio de Sica (as Seneca), Gloria Swanson (as Agrippina), Alberto Sordi (as Nero) and – intriguingly – Brigitte Bardot as Poppaea. The film’s plot focuses on Nero’s relationship with his mother, mediated by his tutor Seneca and, in the midst of which, the young Poppaea intervenes. Although not portrayed here as perverse or cruel, she is no longer LeRoy’s serpent or even at all lascivious. Bardot’s Poppaea exudes youthful sensuality, as the young French actress was about to become globally known as a sex symbol, which happened the following year, after she starred in Et Dieu … créa la femme, directed by Roger Vadim. This Poppaea breathes sensuality and eroticism, still shrouded in veils of innocence.

Despite the sensuality emanating from Bardot’s physique, her ethos appears to be subordinate to the presentation of a young woman with a pure and innocent demeanour, yet ready to delve into the intricacies of political depravity, primarily embodied by the figures of Agrippina the Younger and Seneca. In her portrayal of Poppaea, Bardot’s sensuality dominates the film. With a wasp-like waist, accentuated bust and blonde hair, Bardot crafts a Poppaea to captivate audiences, especially male ones. For instance, the bathing scene of Poppaea, which is also present in this film, is absolutely innocent and suitable for any audience. Bardot is depicted surrounded by handmaids, bathing immersed in a large tub filled with what appears to be milk, surrounded by replicas of Pompeian paintings, and humming a melody reminiscent of classic Disney tunes like Sleeping Beauty (1959), with only her shoulders, neck and face visible. The director maintains an ambiguity between Bardot’s sensual figure and, at the same time, her mischievous teenage demeanour. Even when she emerges from the bath, in the manner of an Aphrodite, Bardot is obscured behind a towel that only allows the silhouette of her naked body to be glimpsed by the audience. The eroticism in this film possesses an elegance that would be lost in the subsequent Italian productions of the 1960s and 1970s.

1969 marks Poppaea’s appearance in cinema in plots with almost no concern for historical accuracy. The main reason these films use the ancient Roman past is as a justification for behaviours and customs that were allegedly common and ‘normal’ in societies prior to Judeo-Christian hegemony in the West and, as such, associated with the idea of a perverse paganism.50 The decades from the 1960s to the 1980s, before the emergence of the AIDS pandemic, were years of sexual liberation, women’s emancipation and widespread generational protests (such as those against colonial wars and those stemming from the Cold War context, of which the youthful protests in May 1968 in Europe are notable examples). Cinema echoes all these experiences and transformations, and the popularization of the pornographic and soft porn genres must also be framed in this political-social and cultural context.

Thus, in 1969, the Italian film Le calde notti di Poppea by Guido Malatesta (aka James Reed) premiered. Disguised as a commedia sexy all’italiana, this production is led by the statuesque Olga Schoberová in the role of the empress (credited as Olinka Berova in the film), a Czech actress who was compared to Brigitte Bardot and Ursula Andress. Malatesta’s film is perhaps the first to centre on Poppaea and explore her sexuality in an unprecedented way. The plot, largely fictional, mixes this element with some of evidently classical origin, such as that of agalmatophilia. After suffering violence from two Praetorians, Poppaea goes to Rome to demand justice. Upon arriving there, the young woman is seduced by the proposals of a brothel owner and starts working as a prostitute. Her charm captivates some legionnaires of the consul Claudius Valerius, a man of strict customs, who kidnap her for a party (as if she were a Sabine woman). Claudius Valerius’ sudden arrival interrupts the orgiastic party, and Poppaea is expelled and insulted by him, casting the young woman back onto the streets of Rome. As she wanders the streets to escape the Praetorians who are hunting Christians, she finds refuge as a model with a sculptor who has been commissioned by Emperor Nero to sculpt a statue of Venus. Impressed by her beauty, Nero, after searching all over Rome for her, as if she were some kind of classic Cinderella, marries her. At the height of her power, Poppaea summons Claudius Valerius to the palace with the aim of taking her revenge on him. Their reunion only results in her surrender into his arms. Poppaea’s actions ultimately serve as the remote cause of the great fire of Rome, a theme with which the film concludes, and the expression caldi notti, meaning ‘hot nights’, in the title echoes this – now in a humorously suggestive way.

In Malatesta’s film, Poppaea completely disregards her family origins that mattered so much in the ancient sources. The emphasis in the portrayal of the empress is on her physical form, notably highlighted by her platinum blonde hair and accentuated bust, which justifies the invocation of the Greek theme of Phryne in the film. An erotic aura permeates the entire plot, evident in scenes that suggest the violation of the young Poppaea, as well as in the re-creation of a Roman brothel where the future empress ends up working. It is also evident in the suggestive scene where the peasant Poppaea hides in the brothel, and the camera captures her concealed behind furniture, her presence revealed to the viewer through the arched hairy legs of a Roman officer. Similarly, during the journey that culminates in her entry into Nero’s court and constitutes a true odyssey for Poppaea, the young woman also encounters the family of Senator Tarquinius, an effeminate man who prefers the company of two young men to that of Lucretia, his lesbian wife. Attracted by Poppaea’s beauty, Lucretia will sponsor the marriage of the young woman to her son, who is also homosexual. The marriage, however, will be a failure, and Poppaea will ultimately marry the Emperor. Effeminate men, women with sculpted bodies experiencing lesbian feelings, gender-based violence, depictions of parties and orgiastic rituals (including a Dionysian-like dance performed by the Vestal Virgins around a phallic idol), the display of semi-nude female and male bodies, including the scene of Poppaea’s bath – all these elements contribute to the re-creation of a Rome that reinforces the popular imagination of the decadent vice inherent in a civilization that preceded the rise of Christianity.51

In 1972, the film Poppea … una prostituta al servizio dell’impero was released, directed by Alfonso Brescia (aka Al Bradley), an Italian who specialized in popular comedies, pepla and science fiction fantasies. Once again, a plot that mainly revolves around eroticism is presented in the form of a comedy starring two recurring characters in the director’s filmography: Otho (Otone) and Savius (Savio).52 Otho and Savius are two Etruscan vagabonds who head to Rome in search of their fortune. Admitted to the corrupt court, Otho reconnects with Poppaea (Femi Benussi), already known as an extravagant prostitute, while Savius is captivated by Agrippina (portrayed by Linda Sini). It is Poppaea’s sexual behaviour that defines her throughout the film. This film is clearly reminiscent of Plautine comedy mixed with Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron. Incorporating the genre of commedia sexy all’italiana, Brescia’s film does not shy away from scenes of nudity and exposed female bodies (the tunics of the female servants appear to resemble mini-skirts which is hardly consistent with what we know of ancient Roman attire). Poppaea is portrayed as an overt prostitute, as the title of the film itself suggests. Once again, the scene of the empress’s bath is emblematic, and this time the actress Femi Benussi (who had already been part of the cast of Le calde notti di Poppea as Livia) explicitly exposes her breasts (Figure 7.5). Another point we are interested in highlighting is the characterization of Nero as a voyeuristic and betrayed husband who seemingly enjoys clandestinely witnessing his wife’s adulteries (as well as his mother’s affairs) and who prefers to direct his affections towards a little cat, whom he significantly names Poppaea, rather than his own wife. Furthermore, the main title music of the film has a light-hearted tone suggesting the comedy about to unfold and its lyrics are focused on Poppaea herself (the same device is used in Le caldi notti di Poppea).

In 1977, Italian director Mariano Laurenti revisited ancient Rome and the theme of Poppaea in Per amore di Poppea, this time portrayed by María Baxa. Defined again as a sexy Italian comedy, with sitcom elements, this film emphasizes Poppaea again as a sex symbol free from the constraints imposed by Christianity. The popular comedy is mixed with easy eroticization, evident in the scenes of nudity or exposure of the female body, particularly, for instance, in a scene where the empress, dressed as an odalisque from the Arabian Nights, performs a sort of belly dance to the sound of oriental music, while seducing two Praetorian guards. The plot is centred around two friends, Ticius (Ticio) and Gaius (Gaio), who disguise themselves as women to escape military recruitment and end up at Poppaea’s house. In her household, the empress is surrounded only by ugly women to avoid competition with her for men. The occasion is thus conducive to both characters becoming witnesses to palace intrigues, including the dissolute life of the empress. This Poppaea is no less sexually promiscuous than the preceding ones. This idea is conveyed, for example, through the scene in which, already asleep, the empress awakens to receive one of her lovers in her bed, asking him, ‘Are you Vitruvius?’ to which he responds, ‘No, I am Calpurnius!’ The dialogue clearly portrays the libertine and promiscuous nature of Poppaea, who appears accustomed to receiving various men in her bed other than her husband Nero. This film, however, has another noteworthy feature: the way the plot involves Poppaea in the so-called Pisonian conspiracy (Tac. Ann. 15.48–65). Following the discovery of the conspiracy, Poppaea escapes any punishment, owing precisely to her sex appeal. Although female nudity is not as frequent in this film as in the previous one, the portrayal of the empress is still depicted with an emphasis on her body, particularly her bare bust, with the bathing scene again being a prime context for its display. The eroticism is heightened by the swan-shaped swing hanging over the donkey milk pool. Before diving into the pool, Poppaea appears wearing what seems to be a kind of transparent violet peplos, completely open at the sides, allowing for the partial exposure of María Baxa’s body.
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Figure 7.5 Femi Benussi as Poppaea. Poppea … una prostitute al servizio dell’impero (dir. Alfonso Brescia, 1972). Indipendenti Regionali.

The last of the films in this tradition centred on the eroticization of Poppaea dates to 1982 and perhaps is also the most daring and significant of this kind. Nerone e Poppaea by Antonio Passalia (aka Anthony Pass) and Bruno Mattei (aka Vincent Dawn) cannot be classified as a comedy unlike the other erotic films before it. Rather the film oscillates between the genre of soft-porn genre and gore. The film follows the line of other contemporary productions centred on ancient Rome, such as the controversial Caligula, by Tinto Brass, Giancarlo Lui and Bob Guccione with a screenplay by Gore Vidal (1979, often understood by some as a cult work, by others as pornography disguised as academicism), from which parts are almost plagiarized. This production is also reminiscent of other films from the same era of a pornographic nature, such as Messalina, Messalina! by Bruno Corbucci (1977) and Caligula and Messalina by Bruno Mattei, Antonio Passalia and Jean-Jacques Renon (1981).53 The latter two especially are films in which easy and purposeless nudity is omnipresent, as well as lust, licentiousness and depravity, in the sense of behaviours dominated purely by almost instinctual sexual desire and its explicit representation.

In Mattei’s film, subtitled An Orgy of Power in its English version, Nero emerges as a worthy successor to his uncle Gaius Caligula and Poppaea (Françoise Blanchard) as his worthy companion in cruelty, brutality, debauchery and libertinism. The screenwriters do draw upon ancient sources to shape a biography for Nero (especially regarding his relationships with women) but always emphasizing and reinforcing the erotic aspects. Suetonius, an author rich in information of this nature, appears to have been considerably utilized. Topics found in the biography of other emperors are even transferred to the life of Nero. The courts of Claudius and Nero appear to be continually immersed in sexual violence (rapes) and orgiastic feasts, with sexual libertinism highlighted in almost explicit imagery. Not even the ‘stoic’ Seneca escapes these experiences. Nero here, as in previous films, is primarily portrayed as a man who is emotionally needy and passionate about poetry, caring little about the sexual escapades of his women, particularly Poppaea. Throughout the film, full female nudity abounds, while male nudity is shown more restrainedly, corresponding to an objectification of the female body still very much prevalent in the 1980s.

Despite appearing on screen only after forty minutes of the film’s running time, Poppaea is one of the central characters of the plot. This Poppaea exudes sexuality, both in her actions and in the way she presents herself: in one of her early scenes, she wears a sheer organza tunic that allows the viewer to see the woman’s body in its entirety, with frequent display of her breasts. Transparency, in fact, is recurrent in the costumes of this Poppaea. The empress, living up to the libertine reputation that contemporary times have especially bestowed upon her, is a promiscuous woman who sleeps with any man she has the opportunity to. But it is also this Poppaea who, in a clear reminiscence of the plot of Quo Vadis, is one of the main accusers of Christians as arsonists of Rome, confirming the tradition of her depravity. Eventually, she dies as a result of the kick that Nero, in despair at the end of his life, gives her, aligning with what some ancient sources mention (Tac. Ann. 16.6). There are not many films that depict the death of Poppaea. None of the Italian comedies do so, for example, always leaving the narrative open-ended. But this version does.

The film uses and abuses the theme of ancient Rome as a pornotopia,54 even though that is a conception of Rome more modern than ancient. Amidst the omnipresence of nudity and almost explicit sex, we are close to losing the narrative logic of the film. With this production, the screen representation of Poppaea Sabina reaches its climax in terms of eroticization, confirming her as an icon of sexual libertinism. Films like these have contributed to a representation of Poppaea that echoes still in the present. Today in Rome, you can watch striptease in a place called the ‘Poppea Club’.

Conclusions
It is Tacitus who first suggests the sexual voracity of Poppaea, at the moment he introduces her in the narrative of the Annales (13.45). Nevertheless, it was primarily themes of ambition, cruelty and perversity, associated with the idea that she had pro-Jewish tendencies, that predominated throughout the centuries in representations of the empress, including and especially in the nineteenth century.

When the figure of the empress was transposed to the screen, cinema initially relied on foundational nineteenth-century narratives, such as Sienkiewicz’s novel and Barrett’s play. Poppaea therefore remained associated with the characteristics those texts had ascribed her. An exception lies in Cecil B. DeMille’s 1930s adaptation of Barrett’s toga play, where Claudette Colbert’s performance adds sensuality and eroticism to Poppaea’s expected cruelty and ambition, and even seems to let those features dominate. This interpretation of Poppaea remained latent until the late 1960s when, from Malatesta onwards, Poppaea becomes a pin-up who evolves in terms of her sexual behaviours, culminating in roles as both a prostitute and a nymphomaniac dominatrix. All the films of this eroticizing kind originate from Europe (which makes Colbert, in the 1930s, the boldest of the American Poppaeas) and it is also European films that place primary focus on the empress (with four films bearing her name in the title) rather than just portraying her as one of the characters associated with Nero. Through cinema, Poppaea thus became a prestigious agent for the eroticization of ancient Rome in popular culture and a symbol of a modern era receptive to pornographic images.

This pornographic Poppaea seems to have been abandoned in the 1980s, however, although the idea of a pornotopic Rome persisted. The most recent cinematic representations, in 1985 and 2001, have returned to more restrained readings, where the empress’s cruelty and political ambition seem to dominate once again, but this change of emphasis seems to have forced the empress back into the margins of the history of Rome.
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CHAPTER 8

WOMEN WHO HIT THE SCREEN:
FEMALE GLADIATORS IN FILM AND TELEVISION

Patrycja Rojek

Gladiatorial arena combats, along with chariot races and triumphal parades, stand as practices that, when depicted in film or television, quickly and effectively immerse viewers in the cultural milieu of ancient Rome. Notably, onscreen arena fights feature not only male but also female gladiators – more frequently than historical records might justify. The rise of these portrayals in American cinema can be traced back to the era following the popularity of historical epics or peplum films (which peaked from the late 1950s to the mid-1960s) and the decline of the Golden Age of Hollywood. In subsequent years, filmmakers outside the studio system expressed a keen interest in showcasing both male and female protagonists in scenarios marked by extreme coercion. The Roman setting provided a compelling justification for these graphic depictions of violence.

Narratives featuring female gladiators emerged, therefore, on the margins, outside the mainstream. Despite this, such portrayals have developed into a significant mode of representation, establishing a distinct model of the female warrior that influenced a broad spectrum of female protagonists over subsequent decades. While some of these films are explicitly set within the historical confines of Rome, others unfold in a less specific ancient context, whether historical or mythological; yet others leverage the imagery of Rome in an associative manner, projecting the concept of the female warrior into futuristic settings. Each narrative employs what Roland Barthes terms ‘labels of Romanness’ – semiotic markers that instantly evoke associations with Rome.1 The audience’s familiarity with popular peplum films has sharpened their ability to recognize these markers. In the realm of gladiatorial narratives, significant labels include the fateful thumbs-up or thumbs-down gestures, specific types of gladiatorial attire and the solemn salute of ‘those who are about to die’. However, narratives centred on women in the arena have developed their own unique tropes, influenced both by historical accounts and popular culture itself. This chapter will explore these elements, demonstrating how the theme of the female gladiator not only interacts with historical imaginings but also mirrors evolving societal concerns about gender, race and class.

Primary historical sources offering detailed insights into female gladiators are notably sparse. This topic did not attract substantial academic scrutiny until relatively recently, a trend that began to change after 2000. In her key 2008 article ‘Female Gladiators in Imperial Rome: Literary Context and Historical Fact’, as well as in her subsequent scholarly works, Anna McCullough consolidates existing historical knowledge about female gladiators. She presents a compelling argument that women were rarely featured in Roman arenas; when they were, these spectacles were exceptional events marked by extravagance and decadence. As such, these games were more frequently orchestrated by Nero and the Flavians, rather than Augustus earlier, given that he aimed to promote a more conservative image of Rome.2

Historians like Tacitus and Cassius Dio, alongside poets such as Juvenal, criticized female gladiatorial combats as an affront to the gender norms of their time. Juvenal’s Satire VI discusses such a woman:


She goes through all the drill, and (although a lady) is fitted to blow a trumpet at Flora’s Festival—unless she is hatching a bolder plan and aims to fight in the real arena. What sense of shame can be found in a woman wearing a helmet, who shuns femininity and loves brute force?

6.249–53, trans. N. Rudd



However, this moral outrage was selectively directed; it only targeted female gladiators originally of high social standing. As McCullough highlights, ‘It was only possible to condemn women in the arena if the women were of the senatorial or equestrian orders. In fact, sources which either identify low-status women or do not specify status are noncommittal or mildly enthusiastic.’3

Our current understanding of female gladiators is constructed from relatively scarce information, further complicated by the lack of a universally recognized term for these women in ancient texts. The term gladiatrix, though widely accepted in modern popular culture, is seldom found in historical sources. The only documented instance of gladiatrix in Latin, as noted by McCullough, originates from the fourth century CE and appears in a gloss on the passage from Juvenal that was mentioned earlier. McCullough explains, ‘The commentary provides a gloss on line 251, offering the following explanation: nam vere vult esse gladiatrix quae meretrix (‘for truly she wants to be a gladiatrix who is a prostitute’).’4

Interestingly, McCullough begins her study with a particularly relevant point: ‘Classical scholarship has traditionally been less interested in the topic than pop culture.’5 This observation becomes more compelling when considering the marginal position of female gladiators within popular culture itself. McCullough highlights several examples, including The Arena (1974), a brief cameo of three female combatants in Gladiator (2000) and the Discovery Channel’s documentary Gladiatrix (2001), directed by Jeremy Freeston. Yet, beyond these instances set in Roman scenarios, very few related productions can be found. Even fewer have achieved widespread distribution, whether in cinemas or on television.

Despite the limited amount of available material, this chapter will delve into the evolving portrayal of female gladiators in film and television because they nonetheless provide significant insights into the relationship between gender, history and screen media. In doing so, I identify two key examples. The first is The Arena (1974), directed by Steve Carver, distinguished as the first film to feature female gladiators prominently as its main characters within a Roman context. The second example is The Hunger Games series (2012–15), with the initial instalment directed by Gary Ross and the subsequent films by Francis Lawrence. In these latter films, the theme of the female gladiator is central, albeit set in a dystopian future that reflects the Roman Empire in numerous ways.

These analyses will be positioned within a wider popular cultural framework, beginning with an exploration of early cinematic portrayals of female gladiators. The period spanning from The Arena to The Hunger Games saw the theme surface in lesser-known cinematic projects, prompting me to broaden my examination to encompass television. In selecting works for this analysis, I give priority to fictional narratives that feature female protagonists in central roles. My focus is on full-length feature films and TV series that have been theatrically released both in the United States and internationally or were produced and distributed by major streaming platforms and television networks. This emphasis is key to situating the analysis within a broader socio-cultural context, considering the substantial influence these productions wield.

At the heart of my study is the identification of characters who undergo a unique ‘gladiator experience’, which is integral to their character development and sets them apart from non-enslaved female warriors. To delineate this distinction, I identify three recurring motifs: coercion, emphasizing that the gladiator protagonists are compelled into combat; female physicality, acknowledging the constant observation and scrutiny of their bodies; and an inclination towards rebellion, portraying liberation as their ultimate goal. These motifs together constitute the ‘pop-cultural DNA’ of the female gladiator theme, which will be the main focus of my exploration in this chapter.

Points of film origin
Prior to The Arena, cinematic portrayals of female gladiators were rare. An early significant depiction is found in Cecil B. DeMille’s 1932 film The Sign of the Cross. Unlike its 1914 silent forerunner, DeMille’s adaptation included a complex arena sequence. The scene starts with an event poster announcing a spectacle to follow numerous male gladiator battles: ‘Thirty barbarian women from the North to fight Pygmies from Africa.’ Such an event could indeed align with the games of Nero’s reign, though, as McCullough notes, ‘women are not recorded to have ever fought men, only other women and beasts’.6 This scene, spanning two minutes, features deaths of both women and men, as well as reaction shots from spectators, whose responses vary from fright to indifference. Yet it lacks deeper reflection or commentary. The narrative quickly transitions to the martyrdom of a hundred Christians, diminishing any memory of the gladiators’ participation.

The 1963 Italian-Yugoslavian film Le gladiatrici, directed by Antonio Leonviola, in contrast, devotes considerable attention to female gladiators. Despite its artistic shortcomings, Le gladiatrici emerged at the end of Hollywood’s peplum craze, facilitating the film’s distribution in the United States. Centring solely on female gladiators, the film follows protagonist Tamar (Susy Andersen), who is captured by a matriarchal society that deems men inferior and reserves the arena for women as both a punishment for defiance and a perverse honour – men are considered unworthy to become gladiators. Despite its focus, the film conveys a patriarchal message: women secretly yearn for ‘a happy life beside a man stronger than I’ and await a prophesied male ruler. Even the rebellious gladiator Tamar, in the end, discloses that her motivation for leading a successful rebellion was to crown her brother, declaring: ‘And with him, the authority of men will be restored.’

Leonviola’s film introduces two pivotal points in the female gladiator narrative. First, its American release title, Thor and the Amazon Women, associates warrior women with Amazons – despite the fact that this matriarchy is not called Amazonian in the film. Thus, the change of title was a marketing rather than an artistic choice, yet it would prove influential later. Second, its frivolous approach to gladiatorial combat – a tone characteristic of the Italian sword-and-sandal or peplum genre – departs from the seriousness previously applied to arena fighting in Hollywood cinema, as seen in Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960). By contrasting the earnest depiction in Spartacus with its light-hearted treatment in Le gladiatrici, the stage is set for The Arena, which would uniquely combine comedic and dramatic elements, exploring the theme of female gladiators with both humour and gravity.

Objectification and exploitation: The Arena (1974)
Steve Carver, the director of The Arena, joined New World Pictures in the early 1970s, a nascent production company owned by Roger Corman. Initially handling minor tasks like editing trailers, Carver’s roles gradually expanded, culminating in the opportunity to direct his first feature film which was set in ancient Rome.7 From the start, it was evident that this project would not match the big-budget epics like Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960) or Anthony Mann’s The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) – films that had captivated America in the previous decade. By the 1960s, Hollywood had undergone profound changes, shaped by political turbulence and the competition from television. The Golden Age of Hollywood had faded, with major studios producing only a select few big-budget films annually. This landscape shift created openings for smaller, independent and countercultural films, often developed outside the traditional studio framework. Companies like New World Pictures emerged to occupy this niche. By the 1970s, Roger Corman had solidified his reputation as an influential figure in independent cinema, known as the ‘King of B-movies’, with many of his exploitation films squarely fitting this category.8

In the United States, easy-to-produce exploitation films were primarily designed for grindhouses – specialized, independent theatres that presented such works in double or triple features.9 These films typically followed similar narrative structures and often featured a recurring cast. By 1974, Pam Grier had become a prominent figure in the exploitation genre. Before her role in The Arena, Pam Grier had starred in several ‘women-in-prison’ films, such as The Big Dollhouse (1971), Women in Cages (1971) and Black Mama White Mama (1973) – the latter also featuring Margaret Markov, who would become her co-star in The Arena. These films often focused on protagonists who were imprisoned, undressed, mistreated and frequently exploited in a sexual manner, eventually leading to a violent struggle for freedom. This last theme was particularly prevalent in Blaxploitation – a subgenre of exploitation films primarily, though not exclusively, aimed at Black American audiences and featuring a predominantly Black cast. Overall, the storyline of The Arena fits well within this narrative pattern; setting the film in ancient Rome serves as an inventive reconfiguration of a format already familiar to a targeted audience.

The film opens with back-to-back scenes that introduce the audience to the protagonists while they are still in their native lands. Bodicia (Margaret Markov), a priestess from Brittany, and Mamawi (Pam Grier), a dancer from Nubia, are both attacked and abducted by Roman soldiers. Subsequently, they are sold at a slave market along with several other women. An intertitle precisely locates the main action in Roman Brundisium, a southern port city on the Apennine Peninsula. The era in which the film is set becomes clear through an early dialogue between the owners of gladiators: ‘Your gladiators seemed bored to die’. / ‘I know, I know, but what can I do? Find another Spartacus?’ / ‘The gods forbid. I lost a small fortune during that revolt’. / ‘I need something new, something really exciting!’ It is easily inferred that Timarchus’s ‘need’ for something new will involve organizing fights featuring the women he has just purchased as sex slaves. This straightforward temporal setting becomes intriguing when considered from a historical perspective. In the world portrayed in this film, games involving women as combatants are a complete novelty – an unheard-of spectacle. In this sense, the storyline of The Arena presents itself as a kind of origin story for female gladiators.

McCullough acknowledges the challenge of accurately identifying when female gladiators first appeared in arenas. However, she suggests that their emergence likely coincided with the increase in the popularity of gladiatorial games during the late Republican and Augustan eras.10 Intriguingly, the slave owners in the film, who reminisce about the financial ruin caused by Spartacus’ revolt and discuss how ‘Caesar’s actions are emptying Rome’, inadvertently situate the story within this historical framework. While it is unlikely that the filmmakers conducted extensive historical research – especially given the limited information available on female gladiators in the 1970s – they succeed in accurately capturing the Roman ambience and its divided societal views towards female fights. However, the connections to the character of Spartacus in this context are not merely temporal but also intramedial. For many 1970s viewers, the quintessential film portrayal of gladiators was Kubrick’s epic Spartacus. Kubrick notably included an introductory scene, very similar to the one described earlier, where a slave owner selects new gladiators, discussing them as assets capable of yielding profit or loss. Thus, the dialogue in The Arena about the Roman audience’s craving for novelty also speaks to a modern cinema audience’s desire for something distinct from Spartacus.

In The Arena, the introduction of female gladiators presents an innovative twist that captivates audiences both within the narrative and in film theatres. Initially depicted as transitioning from sex slaves to novice gladiators, these women display an awkwardness in combat accentuated by the film’s cinematography and a whimsically circus-like soundtrack. This initially spares them from the crowd’s immediate demands for their death after their first battle. Yet, the crowd’s attitude changes dramatically when one fighter declares herself as ‘Livia, child of Scipio and a daughter of Rome’. This declaration triggers a different response from the audience, challenging Timarchus with questions like, ‘Is she a citizen? Would you murder our children before us? Scipio is an honoured name!’ Bowing to the crowd’s pressure, Timarchus replaces Livia with a female gladiator of lower social rank, whose death is met with expected approval. While this may prompt modern viewers to critique Roman societal hierarchies, the reaction is historically grounded, as noted above.11

The Arena candidly depicts its heroines under duress, enduring coercion, abuse and exploitation, thus weaving an unsettling duality into its narrative fabric. On one level, the film starkly denounces slavery and enforced combat. In a poignant scene before Bodicia is forced to fight, she engages with Marcus, a male gladiator. Marcus’ resignation to death as a professional hazard, summarized with ‘We are gladiators’, is met with Bodicia’s incisive correction, ‘Slaves! That’s what you are.’ Eventually, the women inspire the men to partake in a mass rebellion – a narrative twist and inversion of Spartacus, where it is the men who lead the revolt, later joined by women. From the start, the women gladiators reject their forced roles, striving instead for unity, resistance and, ultimately, liberation, without succumbing to the violence imposed on them. Conversely, the film portrays these infringements and acts of violence in a manner characteristic of exploitation cinema.

It is noteworthy that exploitation films and Roman arena spectacles share a similar foundational mechanism for delivering entertainment, both predicated on the observation of abuse. While one cannot equate the two – film remains a fictional realm where the actors are unharmed – there exists an inherent violent element in the portrayal of abuse that may elude the casual viewer. This is particularly apparent in the cinematic techniques employed to capture violence: the camera transforms into an active, invasive entity, lingering excessively and approaching its subject at uncomfortably close quarters. Since the publication of Laura Mulvey’s seminal essay, ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’, in 1975, the concept of ‘the gaze’ has been influential across multiple discourses. Mulvey contends that, in Hollywood cinema, the camera frequently adopts a voyeuristic, traditionally male viewpoint, thereby encouraging viewers to adopt the same perspective.12 This ‘masculine’ camera behaviour becomes especially pronounced when focusing on a ‘female’ object, manifesting in techniques such as fragmenting the woman’s body within the frame, overtly emphasizing her sensuality with slow camera movements, or consistently portraying her in soft, diffused lighting.

In The Arena, camera techniques that objectify the female body are amplified even more than in classic Hollywood films. This is emblematic of exploitation cinema, where the presentation of the female form under extreme conditions often serves as an end in itself. Rather than emphasizing their athleticism or skill, the film reduces female physicality primarily to nudity (as evidenced earlier, women’s physical awkwardness during combat is accentuated). For example, in one of the introductory scenes, female slaves are doused with water by men, several appearing fully nude. During a dance sequence featuring Mamawi, as well as in intercut scenes of two intimate encounters, the camera fixates on fragmented portions of women’s bodies rather than men’s. In a poignant scene where a woman awakens in the night to discuss a premonition of her impending death, she is topless, while her male partner remains covered. Particularly disconcerting is the sexual assault scene involving Bodicia. The camera captures her terrified face and exposed breast within the same frame, lingering in an uncomfortably extended, semi-subjective shot from her assailant’s viewpoint. In the subsequent shots, we observe the reactions of the event’s witnesses, with whom a camera ‘shares the gaze’. Following this, we glimpse Mamawi’s helpless look, as she observes the assault from a distance (Figure 8.1).

Nudity within Roman arenas was likely not an uncommon occurrence. A case in point: Amazon and Achillia – the best-known female gladiators visually depicted on the Halicarnassus relief, dated to the second century CE – are bare-chested, albeit shielded. As Anna McCullough posits:


Amazon and Achillia did not go topless as a deliberately erotic overture, in other words, or with the express intent of evoking sexual desire in their male audience; neither is baring their chests something unique to female gladiators. However, this does not mean that some male spectators did not feel sexual desire for these fighters, just as women felt attracted to male gladiators.13



The Arena and similar exploitation films leave little room for ambiguity on this subject. While the narrative condemns acts of violence and violation, culminating in a cathartic, bloody retaliation by the female gladiators, these acts are nonetheless depicted in a forthright and close-up manner.

The concept of the ‘male gaze’ has become a cornerstone of feminist film theory since the publication of Laura Mulvey’s essay, with subsequent decades witnessing the theory being extensively debated, elaborated upon and contextualized.14 When examining The Arena, this analytical framework becomes nearly indispensable. Despite featuring strongly delineated female protagonists, the film is structured in such a manner that it fails to capture the authentic female experience. However, this is both typical and intentional within the genre conventions under which the film operates. The Roman setting seemingly justifies this exploitation by historicizing it. In this context, the protagonist serves only as a composite of fantasies and perceptions about not just female gladiators but, perhaps, women in extreme situations in general.


[image: ]
Figure 8.1 Scene of an assault on Bodicia. Shot of Bodicia a moment before being stripped and reaction shots. From The Arena, New World Pictures (dir. Steve Carver, 1974).

Empowerment: Xena: Warrior Princess (1995–2001)
The end of the 1970s marked Hollywood’s transition into a new blockbuster era. Studios shifted their focus towards high-budget films and, more significantly, towards marketing these films, drawing massive audiences to multiplex cinemas. In theory, this era could have heralded a resurgence of the peplum genre and, with it, the creation of new gladiatorial narratives. However, this revival did not materialize. Despite the penchant of 1980s and 1990s blockbusters for epic tales, they seldom explored ancient themes and predominantly centred around male leads.

Conversely, the 1990s saw mythological and historical narratives flourish on television. American/New Zealand series like Hercules: The Legendary Journeys (1995–9), Xena: Warrior Princess (1995–2001) and Young Hercules (1998–9) enjoyed significant popularity. While Hercules featured an episode dedicated to male combatants in an arena, Xena offered a memorable episode titled When in Rome … (Season 3, Episode 16) where the titular character, portrayed by Lucy Lawless, is thrust into gladiatorial combat by Julius Caesar as a punishment. Unarmed, she overcomes her opponents, ultimately refusing to kill them, thereby expressing her moral disapproval of arena practices.

Xena, with its adventurous spirit, humorously exaggerated action and portrayal of female empowerment through the character of a formidable Amazonian figure, became a definitive representation of ancient female warriors during the 1990s.15 Broadcast in over a hundred countries and without any comparable rivals at the time, Xena left an indelible mark on global popular culture.16 Although Xena’s stint as a gladiator was brief, she influenced the portrayal of similar characters in subsequent works. The actress Lucy Lawless also continued her involvement with Roman-themed television, including by narrating the aforementioned Discovery Channel’s Gladiatrix (2001) and starring in STARZ’s Spartacus series (2010–13).

It is noteworthy that Xena revisits the Roman arena with a nuanced twist in the fifth season’s Episode 20 titled Livia. After emerging from a twenty-five-year cryosleep, Xena finds herself in Rome under the rule of Octavian Augustus, seeking her daughter. She discovers that the girl was raised by the Romans into a formidable yet merciless woman. The ensuing challenge by Livia to a duel in the Colosseum marks the first time Xena is pitted against an equal in combat – one she is reluctant to fight. Despite the series’s generally light-hearted tone, this episode delves into the profound tragedy often associated with gladiatorial contests: the grim necessity for gladiators to fight, and potentially kill, those they know, care for or are even related to. When defeated, Livia seeks death at her mother’s hand, but Xena refuses. In a surprising turn of events, the audience, deeply touched, collectively calls for mercy for both combatants – a plea to which Augustus accedes with a gesture of approval. This episode stands out as the singular instance in the discussed narratives where the spectators within the story so directly mirror the moral stance of the contemporary viewer, embodying a modern perspective on mercy and justice.17

In the early twenty-first century, the ancient world saw a cinematic revival, notably spurred by Ridley Scott’s Gladiator (2000). This film, the first serious exploration of gladiators in decades, poignantly depicted their struggles, focusing on Maximus, played by Russell Crowe, and his male companions. However, its portrayal of female gladiators was minimal. They played a peripheral role in a brief scene re-enacting the historical battle between Scipio Africanus and Hannibal. Amidst the chaos, three female archers on chariots are glimpsed only in quick shots, totalling just 10 seconds. They remain unnamed and without dialogue. Notably, they are portrayed as antagonists to Maximus, rendering their defeat as a triumph for the protagonist – a sentiment that aligns with the perspective of the film’s audience who are invited from the outset to root for Maximus. This scene is among several in Gladiator that, though easily missed, draws a parallel between film viewers and Roman arena spectators, though not as favourably as the more straightforward portrayal in Xena.

Despite a brief resurgence of ancient themes in cinema with epics like Troy (2004), Alexander (2004) and 300 (2006), none focused on arena combat. Yet, the 2000s witnessed the re-emergence of the theme of female gladiators in niche productions. In 2001, a Russian-American low-budget remake of The Arena by Timur Bekmambetov failed to achieve wide distribution or leave a significant mark. The remake expanded on some characters’ backstories and motivations, incorporating thriller elements that transformed Timarchus from a greedy slave owner into a deranged madman, thereby introducing more explicit violence. The setting was shifted to the Roman Empire’s northern frontiers, and references to the Spartacus revolt were omitted. Additionally, the character of Mamawi was replaced by Jessemina, played by a Caucasian actress, excluding black protagonists and altering the film’s original message.

Gladiatress (2004), directed by Brian Grant in the UK, was released straight to DVD in several countries. Ostensibly about a female gladiator, the film quickly becomes a parody of life in the Roman Empire, with action placed on its northern borders. The humour, ranging from silly to potentially subversive, features the protagonist’s accidental arena entry, where she is decapitated in her male opponent’s first sword swing, is resurrected, faces him again and finally defeats him with a groin bite. Interestingly, the film nods to Xena through the protagonist’s sister, a fellow gladiator who uses Xena’s iconic war cry, reaffirming the Warrior Princess’s influence as a paradigm for female combatants in the early 2000s.

The most memorable and widely recognized depiction of female gladiators during this era, however, did not emerge from a feature film but from a 2004 Pepsi commercial titled We Will Rock You, directed by Tarsem Singh. This advertisement featured music icons Beyoncé, Britney Spears and Pink in gladiatorial roles. Although the three-minute spot might not offer much for in-depth analysis, it showcases several recurring motifs. Each of the three heroines is distinctly characterized, displaying unique personalities, voices and styles – including their attire and potential combat techniques. However, these depictions are stylized rather than realistic, dressing the singers in glamorous, Xena-like costumes that are more revealing than protective. Instead of engaging in combat, they unite to perform Queen’s iconic song, captivating the audience in an atmosphere of sisterhood, sharing a Pepsi and outsmarting the villainous emperor, played by Enrique Iglesias.

Such portrayals, tending towards a more superficial engagement with the theme of female gladiators, often draw upon ‘labels of Romanness’. Over many decades, film culture has crafted a set of such labels, training audiences to easily identify them. Roland Barthes, in his Mythologies, illuminates this phenomenon through the example of the fringes worn by actors portraying Romans in Joseph L. Mankiewicz’s Julius Caesar (1954).18 During the Classical Hollywood era, such labels functioned as signs – semiotic markers, swiftly and effectively immersing viewers in the cultural milieu of ancient Rome. Present-day depictions of the Roman Empire continue to utilize a range of similar labels, such as the purple-striped toga (the trabea) or the thumb gestures that determine an individual’s fate in the arena.

As this chapter has already shown, popular culture has developed its own set of labels for the theme of female gladiators, which have become just as impactful. These labels – manifest in traits or ideals found within films and embodied by characters like Xena – include distinctive appearance and costume elements, specific combat skills, behaviours, contemporary moral standards and Amazonian origins. This interplay intriguingly compensates for many historical gaps left by the limited information on Roman female gladiators, though some voids persist. This gap became particularly apparent in the subsequent decade, as the demand for more female protagonists in popular culture intensified. As Hollywood began to address this demand, it introduced a new type of protagonist: a female gladiator, not strictly Roman, yet advancing the legacy nonetheless.

Strong female characters: The Hunger Games film series (2012–15)
Suzanne Collins released the first novel of The Hunger Games trilogy, featuring Katniss Everdeen as the central female character, in September 2008 – a very opportune time for such a protagonist. Since the early twenty-first century, broader discussions about the representation of heroines in popular culture have gained momentum. These conversations paralleled the early stages of the #MeToo movement, initiated by Tarana Burke, that highlighted women’s experiences with harassment. Concurrently, there was increased scrutiny placed on how mass media impacts its female audience. This shift initially took root in literature targeted at young readers, where depicting female protagonists as role models began to attract more academic interest.19 Progress in this domain accelerated during the 2000s, especially in fantasy fiction aimed at young audiences – a genre that began to eschew gender-specific targeting. Within just two months, Collins’ book ascended to the New York Times Best Seller list. By March 2009, Lionsgate had acquired worldwide distribution rights for the film adaptation, in partnership with Nina Jacobson’s production company, Color Force. It is the cinematic rendition of The Hunger Games that serves as the second focal point of my current analysis.

Set in a dystopian future, the narrative of The Hunger Games is rich with contextual references to ancient Rome. The story unfolds in Panem, a country divided into districts and established on the remnants of what was once the United States. The name of this political entity is derived from the Latin phrase panem et circenses, originating from Juvenal’s Satire 10. In his satirical critique, Juvenal laments the Roman populace’s shift from civic engagement to the simpler desire for ‘bread and circuses’ (10.77–81). This phrase has come to symbolize how a state can pacify its citizens through material provisions and entertainment. In Panem, this concept is brought to life through the eponymous Hunger Games, established to commemorate the quelling of a past rebellion against the Capitol’s tyrants. These games have become an annual event, requiring each district to send two adolescent contestants – one male and one female – known as ‘tributes’ to fight to the death in an arena until a single survivor remains.

Although explicit terms like ‘Rome’, ‘Roman’, ‘antiquity’ or ‘gladiator’ are conspicuously absent, the imprint of Roman tradition is evident throughout this fictional realm. The entrance of the tributes in the games’ opening ceremony on chariots and their salute to the tyrannical ruler named Coriolanus – echoing both historical and Shakespearean references to Rome – serve as examples. Other characters bear names that recall historical Roman figures, such as Caesar, Seneca and Plutarch, further embedding Roman influence. Beyond these references and labels, The Hunger Games intricately weaves a tapestry of structural similarities to Roman civilization in its world-building. Marian Makins, in her analysis ‘Refiguring the Roman Empire in The Hunger Games’, elaborates on how the geopolitics, economy and overarching culture of Panem in Suzanne Collins’ works and their film adaptations draw heavily from Roman traditions, particularly emphasizing the subjugation of the marginalized.20

Significantly, it is primarily the elite who bear these ‘Roman’ names and display a connection to this heritage, viewing the games as a unifying event that ‘knits us all together’. In contrast, most districts – economically disadvantaged and marginalized areas – feature names without Roman allusions, highlighting a divide. For the inhabitants of these districts, the games symbolize not entertainment but the pinnacle of terror, a reality met with resignation due to overwhelming fear.21

Makins underscores a pivotal aspect that applies not just to The Hunger Games but to many similar narratives: ‘The totalitarianism attributed to the “Romans” in The Hunger Games trilogy evokes the archetypal Rome depicted in film, not the historical Rome.’22 Authoritarianism is manifest in the portrayal of morally bankrupt elites set against the oppressed masses who are forced into heinous acts like gladiatorial combat. Both the novels and films present a spectrum of combatants. ‘True gladiators’23 are tributes who volunteer, train and fight by choice. Characters like Katniss Everdeen (portrayed by Jennifer Lawrence), however, are only coerced to participate and are therefore positioned as morally superior.

Suzanne Collins has openly acknowledged that her inspiration for Katniss’s journey came from the Third Servile War and the figure of Spartacus – a slave turned gladiator who led a rebellion and emerged as a symbol of resistance.24 Yet, Collins, along with directors Gary Ross and Francis Lawrence, gravitated towards a particular interpretation of Spartacus, one heavily influenced by Stanley Kubrick’s cinematic portrayal. This influence is evident not only in Katniss’s fight for freedom but also in the evolution of her character: from being reserved and distant to transforming into a charismatic leader who captivates the populace. Interestingly, both Kubrick’s Spartacus and Katniss choose not to equate their struggle for liberty with the pursuit of vengeance. In the final instalment of The Hunger Games series, as the rebellion emerges victorious, the new president of Panem suggests hosting one last Hunger Games involving the children of the defeated Capitol elites. Katniss decisively counters this plan by assassinating its proposer with an arrow. Similarly, Spartacus opposes fellow freed gladiators who wish to compel captured Roman nobles to fight in the arena, questioning, ‘What are we? What are we becoming? Romans?’, thus emphasizing the ethical superiority of their cause.

This depiction is particularly striking, considering the historical uncertainty regarding the real Spartacus’ views on revenge. Albert Camus, in his essay ‘The Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt’, reflects on the essence of rebellion and revolution, including Spartacus’ perspective. He suggests that Spartacus’ rebellion was driven by a quest for a specific form of justice: ‘The insurgent rejects slavery and affirms his equality with his master. He wants to be master in his turn.’25 While ancient records are conflicted on whether Spartacus engaged in making captured nobles fight (as mentioned by Florus in Epitome of Roman History, 2.8), the films categorically reject this narrative. Such a definitive stance facilitates the portrayal of the rebellious gladiator in a light that unambiguously validates the moral justification of aligning with his cause.

In every film examined in this study, how violence is depicted, to whom and for what intent proves to be significant in terms of moral stances. Prior examination of The Arena has highlighted how audiences within the film may reflect the expectations of real-life viewers, with violence portrayed in a manner designed to entertain. However, The Hunger Games draws a clear distinction between these internal and external perspectives.

Within The Hunger Games, the Capitol’s affluent citizens are depicted as eager spectators, revelling in the brutality showcased in the arena, captured by omnipresent cameras that miss no detail of their cruelty. In contrast, the viewpoint intended for the film’s audience markedly diverges. This is especially evident during the games’ opening countdown, where rapid cuts between close-ups of Katniss and other tributes, along with their POVs, are utilized. The use of handheld cameras and shaky whip pans creates an atmosphere of profound tension and chaos, and resembles Gladiator in that matter. Scenes of violence are fragmented and unfocused, devoid of sound, stripping away any hint of spectator pleasure (Figure 8.2).

The depiction of an audience observing tragedy highlights a recurring theme in gladiator narratives and serves as a pointed critique of Roman societal excess. The Hunger Games weaves this into a criticism of reality television’s production and consumption – entertainment for the masses, yet fully savoured only by the wealthy, whose offspring are spared the arena’s horrors. Patrick Brantlinger suggests that some critical theories of mass culture, utilising a form of ‘negative classicism’, argue that ‘the present is a recreation or repetition of the past in a disastrous way: the modern world is said to have entered a stage of its history like that of the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. Hence, “bread and circuses”.’26 Gladiator films, therefore, as a parallel critique of mass culture, continue to promote the image of an ethically corrupt Rome within popular culture itself, using stories set in dystopian futures to echo contemporary anxieties over severe social divides. Consequently, the archetype of the gladiator, embodying pure morality and misfit for such a world, remains a powerful symbol for justified rebellion and fair revolution.
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Figure 8.2 The Hunger Games opening. Tributes in concern and chaos, with reaction shot of Capitol spectators. From The Hunger Games, Lionsgate Films (dir. Gary Ross, 2012).

Finally, how pivotal is Katniss’s gender to The Hunger Games narrative? Surprisingly, it is not as central to the plot as one might anticipate. From the inception of the Hunger Games cycle, women have consistently been presented as constituting half of the tributes, rendering female participation routine rather than novel. The games test a broad spectrum of abilities, from weapon proficiency to survival strategies, stealth and disguise. In this competitive environment, Katniss embodies traditional warrior virtues: athleticism, exceptional resilience and skilled archery. These same strength-based characteristics that largely contribute to her success in the arena have become subject to criticism offscreen.

The advent of The Hunger Games films in 2012 positioned Katniss as a distinct Hollywood female lead character, potentially a role model. Yet, as popular cinema began to introduce more female leads characterized as ‘not like the other girls’, the criticism of this trope became pronounced. Sophia McDougall’s ‘I Hate Strong Female Characters’ in The New Statesman argues that the problem is not with strong female leads but the lack of diversity in their portrayal, emphasizing the danger of presenting strength as their sole characteristic.27 Additionally, Brit Marling highlights that the ‘strength’ depicted is often limited to traits traditionally associated with masculinity, such as physical prowess and linear ambition, pointing to a broader conversation that should be held about gender representation in media.28

Strength is a defining trait of Katniss’s character, evident from her initial scenes where she adopts roles traditionally reserved for men: she is both the hunter and the provider for her family, wearing a dress only at her mother’s request. Her physical and moral resilience contrasts with her mother’s and younger sister’s perceived helplessness, distinguishing her from both her immediate family and the wider community of women. This characteristic of strength extends to her romantic relationships as well. Gale, her love interest, acknowledges her toughness, remarking, ‘You’re stronger than they are.’ In contrast, when Peeta, her counterpart in the arena, openly confesses his love, Katniss’s instinctive reaction is to physically confront him, exclaiming, ‘He made me look weak.’

Katniss’s persona echoes male characters like Kubrick’s Spartacus and Scott’s Maximus, more than any female gladiator counterparts, positioning her alongside historically male rebels as a world-altering heroine and role model. However, Katniss’s choice of the bow as her weapon subtly connects her with the traditions of cultural archetypes like the Amazons, noted for their female warriors.

The portrayal of Katniss Everdeen and whether she encapsulates problematic traits often linked with ‘strong female characters’29 remains open for debate. It is important to recognize that in both the novels and their film adaptations the crafting of her public persona is central to the narrative. We never fully know her, as she is always performing. At home, she needs to project strength to provide her family with security. In the arena, she must appear both formidable to command respect from her opponents and likable enough to win the audience’s favour – her survival depends on maintaining this delicate balance. This self-awareness and control over her own image not only derive from Roman gladiatorial experience, but also carry undeniable feminist implications.

Aftermath
As we near a conclusion, it is intriguing to consider how most contemporary cinema, with its growing enthusiasm for female leads and an increasing presence of women in writing, directing and producing roles, might portray female gladiators. Could Katniss become a blueprint for future female gladiators, akin to Spartacus’ influence on her? What causes would a new female gladiator champion? What contemporary issues would her story tackle? How would the narrative of a female gladiator, who chooses this path willingly rather than being coerced, unfold? How would audiences perceive such a character? How would she be shown?

Yet, we cannot answer these questions, as no film or TV show meeting these criteria has emerged. On the one hand, the gladiator theme might be limited by its own specificity – reiterating a familiar narrative of injustice and the necessity of revolt. On the other hand, the narrative gap between male and female gladiators opens opportunities to explore distinctively female stories, whether set in the past, present or future. An enslaved woman in the arena has different tales than a man in similar circumstances or a female warrior who is not enslaved.

Despite their relatively minor screen presence, female gladiators are far from being insignificant. They pave the path for other onscreen warrior women, especially those whose physical battles parallel wider fights for justice. The issues of inequality and the urgency of confronting them remain as pertinent as ever.

We do, however, see new female warriors continuing the legacy of rebellion against imperial dominion, as in the characters from the Star Wars or Mad Max franchises. Others, like the iconic comic book and film superheroine Wonder Woman, trace their origins to myths about Amazons. Yet, in conclusion, I wish to turn attention to a distinct kind of female combatant: those who fight within the realm of sport. A notably recent example is the Netflix series GLOW (2017–19), created by Liz Flahive and Carly Mensch. Inspired by an actual women’s wrestling promotion from 1986, the series spotlights not professional athletes but amateurs – ordinary women from varied backgrounds grappling with the challenges of 1980s America. The series transforms the wrestling ring into the arena for sporting competition rather than life-and-death fights, yet it delves into all too familiar concerns: inequality, subjugation and financial desperation that drive women to enter a dominantly male world. Their revealing arena costumes are utilized to attract attention, which directly translates into the viewership and funding they critically need. In crafting their exaggerated stage personas, often based on racial and national stereotypes, they gradually assume control of these narratives, striving to redefine the game on their own terms.

The portrayal of female gladiators, from their historical roots to modern reinterpretations, has always been closely entwined with issues of gender, class and race. These themes resurface when viewing the women of GLOW as contemporary echoes of gladiators, even beyond the traditional Roman setting. Despite progress that has expanded choices and reduced systemic coercion, these characters face situations with severely limited options. Although told they have the freedom to choose otherwise, they nonetheless find themselves cornered by predicaments. This, then, might be the distinctly ‘female thing’ that binds the stories in this chapter together: the lack or illusion of choice, which remains a pervasive issue. Just as the ‘gladiatorial thing’ is to rebel against this constraint.
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CHAPTER 9

DRAMATIC PERSONA:
LIVIA DRUSILLA IN A WORLD OF TELEVISION ANTIQUITY*

Radosław Piętka

Famous (or perhaps infamous?) Livia Drusilla, also known as Julia Augusta, achieved spectacular success: she became not only the first Roman empress, but most probably also the first Roman female figure represented so extensively in the art of portraiture in antiquity (sculpture, gems, coins). According to Cassius Dio (Hist. 57.12.2), she obtained a status beyond that held by any Roman woman before her. During her life, she was frequently compared to different deities,1 and after her death, she was officially deified. She was also referred to by her contemporaries as, for instance, Romana princeps (‘first lady of Rome’; Cons. ad Liviam 356), princeps femina (‘first lady’; Ov., Trist. 1.6.25 and Pont. 3.1.125),2 or Ulixes stolatus (literally ‘Ulisses in a matron’s gown’, or ‘Odysseus in petticoats’; Suet., Cal. 23.2).3 These expressions resonate with somewhat ambivalent fascination. Tacitus, however, has no doubts that she was truly a ‘merciless mother’ to the whole nation (gravis in rem publicam mater). And it is tempting to reconstruct Livia’s image as a full-scale person by considering some of these vivid formulations, conjecturing not only about her public functions as the first lady of Rome but also about her remarkable character. Nonetheless, as one scholar warns us, ‘the personality of Livia the human being is, naturally enough, the preserve of speculation or historical fiction’.4

As regards the inspiration for modern ‘historical fiction’ (not to mention fan fiction), Livia’s achievements are no less extraordinary. According to the Internet Movie Database (IMDb.com), Livia is the only female character that can be taken into consideration in the statistics concerning film and television portrayals of Roman historical figures (see Figure 9.1).5 She has become undoubtedly the most popular Roman woman on screen. And her onscreen image is heavily reliant on, first and foremost, a work of fiction, more specifically, on the famous historical novel I, Claudius by Robert Graves (1934) and, secondly, on the BBC TV series (1976) based on the novel, made by Herbert Wise (director) and Jack Pulman (screenwriter), featuring a memorable Siân Phillips as Livia.6 The television adaptation was considered ‘faithful’ regarding the way the characters were portrayed, with the exception of some traits in the personalities of Augustus and Caligula.7

In a study of the I, Claudius series, Juliette Harrisson observed that the BBC production had a significant influence on subsequent screen versions of Roman antiquity, making it even more pivotal when considering the formation of Livia’s onscreen persona.8 This suggests that virtually every screen portrait of Livia is based somehow on the ideas put forth by Graves and Pulman.10 Livia’s status as a historical figure on screen is thus directly dependent on the historical ambitions of the source material used by her makers, namely Robert Graves’s two Claudius novels.
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Figure 9.1 Credited portrayals of Roman historical figures according to the IMDb.
After Goodman 2012, 14.9

At first glance, these novels can be a bit confusing for readers. They are undeniably works of fiction but, according to the author’s declarations, they offer an accurate and proper version of events. The epilogue of the second novel, Claudius the God (1935), in which different classical texts referring to Claudius’ death are examined, reveals not just the artistic, but also the scholarly, ambitions of the author. Within the first novel, during a dialogue between Claudius and two Roman historians, Livy and Asinius Pollio, the latter defines history as ‘a true record of what happened’; we can recognize here a clear reference to ‘the oft-quoted dictum of Graves’s great-uncle, the historian Leopold von Ranke, that history is a record of what happened as it actually happened (“wie es eigentlich gewesen ist”)’.11 It is a paradoxical statement indeed: an anachronistic quotation embedded in a fictional narrative’s declaration of factual accuracy. However, Graves’s novels obviously contain many other deliberate anachronisms and even autobiographical allusions. As one scholar commenting on this phenomenon has noted: ‘Claudius insists that his books are a straightforward telling of the truth, and Graves stresses that his works were well documented and not at odds with the historical evidence. […] But at the same time Graves does credit his characters with motives and habits and speeches which are aggressively, if not impossibly, modern.’12

We can observe that historical and modern layers intermingle in the Claudius novels, as they do in every historiographical narrative, whether fictional or scholarly, albeit in different proportions. The portrait of Livia created by Graves also consists of various, sometimes overlapping, layers: it is based on the ancient sources, primarily Tacitus, but it also allegedly draws on personal experiences.13 Additionally, misogynistic prejudices, possibly rooted in traditional tropes (such as ‘naïve husband versus malicious wife’, ‘bad stepmother’ or ‘destructive woman’ found in numerous biblical, mythological, folktale and literary stories, from the accounts of Eve and Pandora, through the story about Potiphar’s wife, myths of Phaedra or Clytemnestra, to, say, the fairy tale about the fisherman and his wife), may have influenced the depiction. Furthermore, we can conjecture that, within Graves’s novels, the character of Livia is equipped with specific traits to create a balanced story: since Claudius is portrayed favourably in the novels, there was a need to provide him with a denigrated antagonist. Livia, after all, is one of the main characters in the first novel, and only Augustus and Tiberius are mentioned more often than her by Claudius himself as the narrator. The overall result is well known: Augustus’ wife is depicted by Graves (and following him, by producers of film and television) as a nasty schemer, a femme fatale, an allegorical ‘Poison Queen’ (as one BBC TV episode is entitled), a female figure ‘active behind the scenes’, a dangerous woman in power resembling Lady Macbeth or some other fictional or historical feminine villains.14

This portrayal of Livia by Graves has not been accepted by historians. Antony A. Barrett, in his monograph of 2002 dedicated to Livia, did not hold back his criticism:


Livia poses a particular challenge. Robert Graves, whose two novels about the imperial family were the basis for the television series, might well have defended the integrity of his portrait by pleading that it rests on impeccable historical foundations, and that he took his lead from Rome’s premier historian, Tacitus. But that argument has surprisingly little merit in this specific case. Livia achieves the near-impossible, for she forces us to shift our traditional allegiance and accept the authority not of the normally magisterial Tacitus but of ancient writers whose historical reliability is by and large seriously suspect […]. On this one topic it is generally recognised that Tacitus was the weak brother, his portrait of Livia vitiated both by his deep-seated contempt for the Julio-Claudian family and by his unshakable conviction that the ambitious woman was evil incarnate. The historical Livia was a much more complex individual than the coldblooded schemer that Graves created for I, Claudius or that Tacitus created for his Annals.15



The parallelism in the last sentence is significant. As regards reporting about Livia, Tacitus is no longer considered trustworthy due to his bias, but also due to his role as a primary source for Graves. And Tacitus’ work of history is here made to share with Graves’s work of fiction the disfavour of the scholar. What is more concerning, in the context of this volume, Graves’s work of fiction served as the basis for the television series. Hopefully, the relationship between popular and academic history can become more collaborative and mutually influential. Meanwhile, Barrett’s opinion about the reception of the TV series is equally firm:


If the general public has any impression of Livia, the wife of the first Roman emperor, Augustus, it is of the character created by the Welsh actress Siân Phillips in the highly acclaimed BBC TV production of I, Claudius, first broadcast in 1976. This popular confusion between the historical and the fictional is hardly surprising, given Phillips’ riveting performance. Cunning and sinister, her Livia devotes every waking hour to her consuming interests: plotting, scheming, conniving, and the cheerful eradication of an assorted variety of fellow citizens, be they strangers, friends, or even close family.16



The three villains responsible for the centuries of distortion in Livia’s image are here identified: the historian (Tacitus), the novelist (Graves) and the actress (Phillips). There is also a solution provided in scholarly historiography; but a clear distinction between truth and allure should be made in its practice:


One of the burdens shouldered by the modern historian is that of correcting false impressions created by the popular media, particularly dangerous when a production is distinguished and the performances brilliant. This process usually involves the thankless task of demonstrating pedantically that, contrary to popular belief, truth is rarely stranger than fiction, and is usually far less exciting.17



This kind of wording was probably not chosen here deliberately, but the terms ‘burden’ and ‘historian’ instantly evoke the figure of Hayden White. In his essay published in 1966, titled ‘The Burden of History’, White examines Nietzsche’s vehement aversion towards academic historiography (contrasted with artistic creation), which Nietzsche perceived as ‘a costly and superfluous luxury’ that ignored the requirements of human life. Another of White’s essays, from 1988, offers in turn an interesting view about the relationships between historiography and visual representation of the past (which he calls ‘historiophoty’).18 White was trying to defend visual history, focusing mostly on films – not only documentaries but also feature-length historical dramas. According to White, from the purely theoretical point of view, there are no formal obstacles for the medium of film to be as accurate in depicting the past as the written texts created by the (professional) historian; the written representations of history are actually no less constructed than the cinematic ones.19 Besides, as White was attempting to argue, sometimes films and other visual media can even represent some historical factors better, as they are more effective in conveying such elements of the past as emotions, collective activities, battles, landscapes and so on.20

Since reality is multidimensional and multisensory, it is not surprising that a medium engaging sight and sound is more adequate when we think about imitating reality compared to purely textual narratives. In practice, of course, filmmakers and television producers are usually not interested in historical accuracy in the first place, as they are trying to achieve different, aesthetic or commercial goals. Let us not forget, though, that the authors of costume dramas (as well as historical novels) enter into a kind of ‘historical pact’ with their audience, somewhat analogous to le pacte référentiel, a ‘referential pact’ once set out by Philippe Lejeune in his essay about autobiography.21 In both situations, we are dealing with an initial assumption by audiences that authors are going to provide information about an exterior ‘reality’ and that the story could pass ‘a test of verification’. This pact may often be violated (as in the case of literary biography/autobiography) but, paradoxically, it remains valid for those viewers of the historical film genre who are interested in seeking out relevant historical materials. These materials can be of a diverse nature; historiophotic messages offer not only visual details that make history more comprehensible but also often delve into ‘metahistory’, providing indirect statements about historical events (sometimes beyond the scope of narrowly perceived political history) and conveying the idea of a multidimensional historical reality.

What kind of historiophotic experience do we get then when watching Livia in television shows? From the point of view of genre theory, we are operating here within the realm of concepts such as soap opera,22 peplum or period drama,23 biopic and film portrait.24 Historiophotically, the last three categories would be the most valid for the televisual Livia, but considering the importance of the ancient iconographic evidence concerning Livia and the effect of focusing on the intimate details offered by the TV medium, I will initially try to adopt the perspective of a film portrait, designed (as evidenced by the etymology of the term ‘portrait’) to extract both the physical and mental characteristics of the model. I shall therefore begin with a comparison of Livia’s appearance across her screen portrayals. Afterwards, I will focus chiefly on the two television productions in which Livia has been prominently featured, namely, I, Claudius (1976) and Imperium: Augustus (2003), while largely setting aside the series Domina (2021–3) as it is discussed in a different chapter of this book.

Screen portraiture
Before the famous BBC TV series emerged in the 1970s, Josef von Sternberg made the first attempt to adapt Graves’s novel into a cinematic film in 1937. The result was an unfinished project, which later became the subject of the documentary titled The Epic That Never Was (1966). This documentary discusses the filmmakers’ plans and depicts what remained from the production.25 According to Jon Solomon,26 a distinctive feature of the planned film was its overall pursuit of historical accuracy, symbolized, among other things, by the detailed reconstruction of the Ara Pacis for the film set. Interestingly, this coincided with the real Augustan monument undergoing restoration supported by the Fascist regime.27 Livia was evidently intended to be a prominent character in the production; after all, she was portrayed by the renowned English actress Flora Robson, who had previously played roles such as Elizabeth, the Empress of Russia, and Elizabeth I, Queen of England. Notably, she had also portrayed Iphigenia in a BBC radio adaptation of Euripides’ tragedy in 1925.28 In the surviving scenes, she can be seen wearing a peculiar dress adorned with numerous symbols, including a hexagram – a clear departure from historical authenticity. Robson initiated a series of portrayals of Livia on screen created by female performers with some distinctive elements (and some similarities in appearance): piercing eyes, rather sharp facial features and, usually, a grimace of contempt and disgust on a scowling face. To Livia played by Flora Robson and Livia from the BBC TV series I, Claudius29 we may also add: Livia performed by the English actress Sonia Dresdel in the TV series The Caesars (1968);30 Freda Jackson in a stage adaptation of Graves’s novel (the play was written by John Mortimer and directed by Tony Richardson in 1972);31 Charlotte Rampling in the television film Imperium: Augustus (2003); or even, conceivably, Zofia Mrozowska who provided the Polish voiceover for Livia in the BBC series; she was an actress known from her numerous roles in Polish costume films and stage adaptations of classical dramas.32

This catalogue of screen characters is somewhat analogous to the collection of visual data concerning Livia that has come down to us from antiquity. Livia’s screen portraits form a sequence of similar iconographic types, mirroring her numerous portraits in sculpture from Roman times. Her images appeared on coins, gems, medallions and in marble throughout the empire. These ancient representations potentially serve as a rich source of references for modern depictions of Livia in various visual media. They have been recently scrutinized in two monographs.33 Livia was even credited with the invention of a new visual style in portrait sculpture.34 It is hard not to notice that Livia’s initial appearance in The Caesars (Episode 1: ‘Augustus’) is unmistakably modelled on Roman sculptural portraiture. When we first see her, waiting for Tiberius at the beginning of the inaugural episode, she resembles a sculptural bust and is even juxtaposed with a stone portrait visible in the background. However, it is also worth emphasizing that the supposed influence of this extensive gallery on the image of audio-visual Livias is rather limited. While screen Livias occasionally wear diadems as a symbol of power, similar to their carved counterparts, and are aware of some period hairstyles, a closer look at specific examples reveals noticeable differences. The most distinctive features of ancient portraits are virtually absent from the modern portrayal of Livia’s face. For instance, Livia’s elaborate fringe with circular curls (I, Claudius) and the occasional green or golden gown/stole (I, Claudius and Imperium: Augustus) are borrowed more from her cinematic predecessors, such as the infamous wife of Nero, Empress Poppaea, who appeared in the film adaptation of Quo Vadis (1951).

Additionally, it is worth noting that ‘there is no evidence of jewellery in the portraiture that survives from Livia’s lifetime’ (to quote one of the monographs about Livia);35 on screen, however, jewellery is in use all the time – with the significant exception of the series Domina, which tends to ‘normalize’ the image of Livia, that is to show her in ordinary situations remote from political life. In Domina, we only see her sometimes wearing bracelets and, on one official occasion, a diadem. This splendour could be interpreted as a simple inaccuracy, neglecting existing historical sources, or possibly as a commentary on the difference between her private and public image as Empress.

Livia in I, Claudius (1976)
The most eminent version of Livia we will encounter is obviously in the TV series I, Claudius made by the BBC in 1976. The director, Herbert Wise, explicitly declared that his production would not necessarily be addressed to lovers of ancient history: ‘We agreed right at the beginning that we weren’t going to make a period piece. We wanted to make it contemporary. We wanted to make the point that human psychology hasn’t changed much in the last 2,000 years.’36 No wonder that this ‘anachronistic’ television version of an already anachronistic novel was interpreted as a soap opera or mafia saga in the manner of The Godfather. But of course its producers could not resign altogether from typical elements by which screen Romanness is usually constructed, namely lavish banquets, gladiatorial games and the Roman salute. Furthermore, the ‘historical pact’ is still needed to work, since the supposed allegorical lessons about current events or ‘contemporary’ matters mentioned by Wise37 can only be taught when we believe that the vision of the past on offer is more or less accurate.

Livia’s character was one of the most vital parts of this television endeavour, especially because the series (or, strictly speaking, its initial episodes that cover events from Livia’s biography) is even more Livia-centred than the novel. When the onscreen Claudius, for example, starts his account of the affairs of the imperial family, the first person he mentions is Livia, while in the novel it is Augustus. ‘Livia’ also comes as the second person (after ‘Claudius’ himself) in the credit titles; in the first episode, entitled significantly ‘A Touch of Murder’, she is visible on the screen for more than 20 minutes out of an overall 50. Those proportions vary in different episodes, but she is a very prominent figure also in an episode with a reference to her in the title (that is ‘Poison Is Queen’)38 and in the last one that involves her direct presence, whose title, ‘Queen of Heaven’, refers to her death.

Across these early episodes, she is given more close-ups than any other character. We can see in detail not only her face, but also her hands, usually as tools of her criminal activity in a specific context: closing the eyes of the deceased Augustus or, in the form of claws, reflecting her predatory habits. Those symbolic elements in Livia’s portrait are recognizable here and there, but the obvious effect of her physical presence on the screen is the fact she is no less ‘diabolic’, but surely less ‘symbolic’, than in the novel. Perhaps especially significant is the opening scene of the first episode in which she is present. It features a banquet celebrating the anniversary of the battle of Actium (and an interesting debate concerning the individual and official memory). At the beginning of the scene, she is barely visible, we cannot even hear her voice when she says something to Augustus just before he exclaims ‘excellent!’ (which is the first phrase used in the scene). It seems that we are being prepared here to see her as a person ‘active behind the scenes’.

It should be acknowledged, however, that some elements in Livia’s onscreen portrayal hold significance in the context of professional historical discourse. In the opening scene mentioned earlier, she plays with a myrtle wreath (see Figure 9.2); since it is an attribute of Venus, it symbolizes Livia’s ambition to become a goddess but also refers to the situations in which the real Livia was compared to Venus.39 There are also surviving portraits of Livia with similar floral decoration as a part of her hairdressing. In contrast to those busts, however, on the screen her head is not decorated with the popular nodus (regarded by scholars as a sign of ‘Romanness’)40 nor with the imperial stephane. A scene of argument between Augustus and Livia, centred around pruning, ironically mirrors Livia’s supposedly significant role in Roman horticulture.41 Livia’s bitter, sarcastic comments about constraints on women’s roles in Rome recall, in turn, her famous sobriquet Ulixes stolatus. These comments can take on additional meaning, moreover, when we consider recent studies that reveal, for instance, ‘how coins depicting Livia bore meaningfully constituted images which communicated Livia’s gender-based power and status’;42 namely, they indicate that the historiophotic message can harmonize with both ancient sources and scholarly opinion on the historical Livia’s play with gender.
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Figure 9.2 Livia playing with a myrtle wreath in the first episode of the series I, Claudius directed by Herbert Wise. © BBC Television 1976.

Livia’s birthday party and scene of her death in the ‘Queen of Heaven’ episode form a powerful climax for the whole presentation of the empress; her fear of eternal damnation, her final reconciliation with Claudius, the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ visitors at her deathbed and constant allusions to messianic prophecies bring into the plot some Christian undertones. These function not only as a reminder that Christianity emerged during the reign of the Julio-Claudian dynasty but also perhaps suggest the idea of Livia’s final ‘salvation’. The most important thing, however, is the overall impression the television adaptation gives of Livia’s domination over the entire world around her. Her influence is overwhelming, which is partly justified of course by scholarly assertions that, for instance, ‘Livia was elevated to a status that brought her very close to an institutional position’.43 She has a larger role than any other character (except for Claudius, perhaps, whose thoughts and opinions dominate the narrative). She is presented as a kind of supernatural being.44 Her voice and demonic laughter transcend the barriers of time and she is ascribed some prophetic abilities like a Sibyl. The eschatological aura surrounding her might suggest that she serves on a ‘metahistorical’ level as a symbol of some destructive (perhaps also auto-destructive) factors in Roman history.45

Livia in Imperium: Augustus (2003)
The first portrayal of Livia in this century is credited to Imperium: Augustus (2003), a two-part television biopic directed by Roger Young, who had previously worked often on biblical TV shows.46 The film, with a narrative based on a series of retrospections, obviously focuses on the career of Octavian Augustus. However, there are some significant scenes devoted to Livia as well (played by the enigmatic Charlotte Rampling; Martina Stella played young Livia). She is typically portrayed in relation to other members of the imperial family.

The first of these scenes unexpectedly employs the ‘damsel in distress’ trope: young Octavian and Agrippa come across a woman at night and, moments later, they attempt to rescue her from street thugs after hearing her screams for help. She turns out to be none other than Livia and, after Octavian introduces himself, he learns from her that his uncle, Julius Caesar, is a warmonger responsible for killing his own citizens. Livia, it seems, is quite capable of delivering sharp and blunt comments. From this point on, their relationship progresses somewhat predictably, involving secret night encounters leading up to their first kiss. However, during these encounters, Livia is primarily interested in political matters. The turning point inevitably arrives when Livia advises Octavian to utilize Mark Antony’s will, seized from the sanctuary of the Vestal Virgins. This action would tarnish the reputation of the former triumvir and ignite a new civil war (Livia’s role in these events is something that our historical sources know nothing about).

When the flashbacks to her early life conclude, we see Livia as an empress, facing her stepdaughter Julia, who is unhappy about Livia giving orders to Julia’s sons and, later, in confrontation with Augustus himself.47 In her conversation with her stepdaughter Julia, Livia is labelled ‘merciless’ for the first time, which can be seen as a reference to the adjective gravis, used by Tacitus in his famous phrase depicting Livia as ‘a merciless mother to the republic and a merciless stepmother to the whole Caesarian family’ (gravis in rem publicam mater, gravis domui Caesarum noverca; Ann. 1.10.5).48

Regarding her appearance, Livia is dressed in an elaborate green gown and wears elaborate earrings and a necklace with a medallion. The necklace is particularly interesting because, as previously mentioned, Livia’s portraits from her lifetime show no trace of jewellery. In this case, the prop was likely an imitation of the item represented in at least three Fayum portraits: a necklace featuring the apotropaic Medusa’s head on a medallion (see Figures 9.3a and 9.3b).49 Unfortunately, it is impossible for the film’s viewers to recognize the monster on the medallion; yet it would be an interesting detail in Livia’s characterization.

A symmetrical scene (from the first part of the biopic) in which Livia and Augustus are presented in diametrically opposed parts of a palace room symbolizes their relationship on the brink of collapse. It also emphasizes Livia’s ‘mercilessness’ due to her callous reaction to the news of Agrippa’s death. The next scene shows Livia reclining on a couch, in a pose that conventionally represents a ‘Roman’ blend of carelessness and self-indulgence. Livia’s son Tiberius enters and the contrast between the reclining Livia and her standing son automatically establishes a kind of gendered hierarchy, which is partly universal but also traceable in Roman art, as witnessed in the scene on the cinerary chest of Domitius Primigenius at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.50 Shortly after, Livia goes to her desk and picks up a mirror, which is a subtle way of introducing into the film plot the motif of a child as the image of its mother (Tiberius as the image of Livia). Furthermore, the scene can also be understood as a reference to the widespread iconography of a woman with a mirror. In this case modern British paintings, such as Frederick Sandys’ The Pearl (1876) or David Muirhead’s Girl at the Mirror (1928), could have served as primary sources of inspiration, but the theme is also well known in Roman art.51 Additionally, Livia’s reflection is distinctly deformed (see Figure 9.4), indicating the complex relationship between herself and her ‘replication’. We may recognize here also a self-referential gesture, since the mirror could be construed as a device resembling television.52 This sophisticated layer in the biopic is most probably owed to the group of academic consultants, given its impressive list of ‘historical advisors’ (as the credit lines put it); a set of seven sages comprises Professors Andrea Giardina, Angelo Sartori, Robert Etienne, George W. Houston, Géza Alföldy, Giovanni Brizzi and Angela Donati.
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Figure 9.3a Mummy Portrait of a Woman, encaustic painting on wood, 170–90 CE, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, Austria (after reproduction from Walker and Bierbrier 1997, 123).
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Figure 9.3b Livia’s necklace, the first part of the film Imperium: Augustus directed by Roger Young. © EOS Entertainment/Lux Vide/RAI/Telecinco/ZDF 2003.

Despite the fact that Livia’s representation in Imperium: Augustus is clearly based on the image of Livia generated by the Graves/Wise joint effort,53 what we are dealing with here is only the faint shade of that perfidious exterminatrix. Her ‘cruelty’ is confined to harsh words and cold, restrained reactions (with one scene alluding to allegations of poisoning). Her scheming programme of course aims at promoting her son to the throne, but while it is not entirely devoid of dirty tricks, it is clear that she has no intention of killing anybody. Ultimately, the television film respects not only the conventions of a biopic but also the principles of a feel-good film, culminating in the final reconciliation of the elderly couple in a heartwarming hug (surely a private gesture without any counterpart in iconographical material from ancient times).54 The film thereby portrays the Roman past as a kind of ‘feel-better’ history, which is perhaps most evident in the final scene of Augustus’ death. It contrasts sharply with the analogous scene in I, Claudius, where Livia, having poisoned Augustus, is given an ideal setting to demonstrate once again her ruthless behaviour.55 In Imperium: Augustus, the dying emperor is surrounded by his familiares, allowing him to deliver his famous last words.56 This group scene serves as a reminder that Livia was just one part of a larger historical picture.
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Figure 9.4 Livia at the mirror, in the first part of the biopic Imperium: Augustus directed by Roger Young. © EOS Entertainment/Lux Vide/RAI/Telecinco/ZDF 2003.

Domina (2021–3)
Livia’s biography apparently continues to captivate producers of film and television. Just a few years ago, the TV series Domina began. In this British-Italian production, directed by Simon Burke and clearly inspired by the style and conventions of the Rome (2005–7) and Game of Thrones (2011–19) television blockbusters, Polish-Italian actress Kasia Smutniak takes on the challenge of re-enacting the life of the famous Roman empress.57 For the first time Livia Drusilla is the protagonist of a television series. One cannot be certain, but the title of the series may have been inspired by Guy de la Bédoyère’s then recently published historical monograph about women in the Roman imperial family.58 This new series about Livia as domina was announced tellingly as ‘the truth behind Ancient Rome’s most controversial woman’.59 Using a reference to ‘truth’ is an obvious way the historical TV drama could be advertised; here, we can even anticipate the unveiling of additional material that may have been previously obscured. In Domina, we can indeed find more facts, especially from Livia’s youth, than in any other screen retelling of the Augustan period.60 That is also because this time the story has more of a ‘coming-of-age’ structure than a portrait. Its obvious predecessor is the series Rome in which, during merely a few scenes in the last three episodes of the second season (2007), we can observe Livia’s swift evolution from being shy and submissive (in her relations with Octavian) to being more active and conscious of her powers.61

On the poster for Domina appears the slogan: ‘It’s not about power – it’s about everything.’ But since it is difficult to discuss everything, let us focus on power. The very first shot of the series shows young Livia running through a forest (in this role, Nadia Parkes). A dramatic off-voice informs us in quasi-proverbial style that ‘the first rule of power is survival’. Livia is being portrayed therefore as an embodiment of power, but what kind of power is the series dealing with?

Velleius Paterculus noted that at the end of her life, Livia was eminentissima et per omnia deis quam hominibus similior femina, cuius potentiam nemo sensit nisi aut levatione periculi aut accessione dignitatis (‘a woman pre-eminent among women, and who in all things resembled the gods more than mankind, whose power no one felt except for the alleviation of trouble or the promotion of rank’;62 Hist. 2.130.5). The Roman historian here uses the term potentia which means informal power unrelated to any office held (and is distinct from potestas or constitutional power). This is the kind of power the historical Livia used to help people in a discreet way. Nonetheless, makers of screen media are still more attracted to her wielding different, more direct powers. Her ability to shape her life according to her will is a central element of the plot of Domina, in a challenge to the limitations imposed on women in Roman society. She is also the most ‘dynamic’ and ‘physical’ of the onscreen Livias, even when considering the other young Livias from Rome and Imperium: Augustus. All of them, starting from the most ‘static’, Flora Robson, were performed physically in a manner suggesting dignity but also rapacity concealed beneath slow, snakelike movements.

So, Domina is all about girl power and women’s empowerment. And it thus renders the entire debate about the relative accuracy of Livia’s horrific image in media inspired by history somewhat superfluous.63 Livia and her vices reappear today in a completely different social context. Even if she were still perceived to be a femme fatale, the reception of such a female character would obviously be different from that of the Livia from the BBC TV series of the 1970s (not to mention the times of Graves’s novel in the 1930s). Nowadays female villains on screen are frequently presented and consumed as rebels undermining the oppressive order.64 Livia as the domina on television could easily adopt the modern slogan known from Polish protests against the abortion ban: ‘we have already been polite’.

Conclusion
In his 1986 paper ‘Livia and the Womanhood of Rome’, Nicholas Purcell lamented that ‘it is odd that there have been no proper syntheses, let alone interpretations [concerning Livia]. There has even been a general lack of sidelong considerations of Livia’s part in the Augustan principate in discussions where it has an important contribution to make.’65 Of course, this is no longer true in the discourse of academia. Today, we have several monographs and numerous scholarly papers about Livia, and even a literary biography like Paolo Biondi’s Livia: Una biografia ritrovata (2015). Maybe over time, Purcell’s critique proved effective. However, we should also emphasize the pioneering role of Graves’s fiction and especially the BBC television show based on it. They both focused on Livia before it became a popular activity among scholars. In the twenty-first century, the ‘emancipation’ of the onscreen Livia, highlighted by the first show devoted entirely to her character, closely aligns with scholarly interest in the first Roman empress. The ambition to uncover and portray the ‘truth’ about Livia is a common thread running through both Anthony Barrett’s monograph and Simon Burke’s series. Different visions of Livia are not contradictory; rather, they are complementary. Scholarship is only one side of the story, because popular television shows set in antiquity have much more to offer besides the occasionally authentic visual details listed in this chapter (and despite some inaccuracies in certain historical fields). Notably, in the metahistorical vein, they activate ideas about and demonstrate the enduring relevance of classical culture.

As regards Purcell’s caveat quoted at the start of this chapter, it is nearly impossible to analyse any person we read or hear about without referring to her or his personality. Ultimately, we need to resort to imagination, and historiophotic discourse attempts to bridge the gap (that scholars feel they must leave open) using a blend of factual and imaginative elements. The result is undeniably eclectic, much like any other discourse, but it creates for audiences a sense of participating in ‘living’ history,66 thus making the remote past perhaps a bit more comprehensible. Although not precisely the type of history every professional historian readily accepts, it certainly tallies with at least one attitude to how history should be presented – specifically, the Nietzschean one that Hayden White embraced and which Jensen summarized as follows: ‘Historiography is either useful or disadvantageous according to how it is put in the service of cultural enhancement, according to how it serves “life”.’67
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CHAPTER 10

BRITISH WOMEN IN A ROMAN WORLD:
FEMALE FIGURES IN AUDIO-VISUAL WORKS ABOUT THE NINTH LEGION

Panayiota Mini

Canons of audio-visual works set in the Roman Empire rarely include titles concerning Roman Britain, that territory of Great Britain that was occupied by Rome between 43 CE and 410 CE and named Britannia. That is not surprising as this distant part of the empire is not associated with the kind of historic events that often form the basis of narratives on screen about ancient Rome. But if one historical event in the region stands out, it is the story of Rome’s Ninth Legion. Better known as Legio IX Hispana, the Ninth Legion was founded around 65 BCE in the province of Hispania, and 150 years later it was considered invincible. Thanks to its exceptional military accomplishments, tremendous strength and armory, and the legendary fame of its more than 4,000 men, it was chosen to conquer Britain in 43 CE under the reign of the emperor Claudius. After 117 CE, however, the Ninth Legion mysteriously vanished from the historical record, a disappearance that has captured the scholarly and popular imagination.1

The mystery of the Ninth Legion has inspired a number of artworks. Regarding audio-visual media, its disappearance in Northern Britain lies at the core of three works of fiction: the BBC Scotland TV miniseries The Eagle of the Ninth (six episodes, 1977, dirs. Michael Simpson and Baz Taylor) and the feature-length films The Eagle (2011, dir. Kevin Macdonald) and Centurion (2010, dir. Neil Marshall). The first two productions are adaptations of Rosemary Sutcliff’s much-loved novel for children and adolescents The Eagle of the Ninth (1954).2 Centurion is based on an original screenplay. As with the discussions of Sutcliff’s novel,3 scholarly analyses of these three audio-visual productions focus on central issues such as their expression of imperialist politics, national identity and cross-cultural interaction but without consideration of the gender of the characters involved.

Expanding upon that literature, this chapter focuses on the presence of women in those three screen depictions of the Ninth Legion. By paying attention to narrative and stylistic aspects, the chapter shows that the 1977 BBC television series preserved the positive (albeit minor) role of women in Sutcliff’s classic; in fact, by making some small changes, the BBC production enhanced the integrity and sense of justice that characterize Sutcliff’s main female figures. The more recent films have either deleted her female characters (The Eagle) or associated women with violence or isolation from their community (Centurion). While tracing the fluctuation from the 1970s to the 2010s in the audio-visual rendition of British women under Roman rule, this chapter will also suggest some explanation for it in relation to concurrent social discourses. A preliminary discussion of Sutcliff’s female characters will help us to understand the ways in which they were changed in subsequent audio-visual productions.

Female characters in Sutcliff’s novel
Sutcliff’s The Eagle of the Ninth4 is a work of historical fiction about a nineteen-year-old Roman centurion, Marcus Flavius Aquila, the alleged son of the last commander of the First Cohort of the vanished Ninth Legion. In her ‘Foreword’ to The Eagle of the Ninth, Sutcliff explained that she had been inspired to write the novel by two mysteries: the disappearance of the Ninth Legion in Northern Britain and the discovery of a wingless Roman eagle at Silchester some eighteen centuries later, without anyone knowing how it had ended up buried in the south of the country (p. 7).5 Sutcliff combined these mysteries together in a novel for children and adolescents at a time when British children’s books set in Roman Britain were flourishing, as they dealt, among other things, with a key question of identity for British children: the extent to which they might see themselves as closer to the Romans or the conquered Britons.6 Like writers such as Geoffrey Trease, Henry Treece and Lydia S. Eliott, and influenced by classic children’s literature (especially the work of Rudyard Kipling),7 Sutcliff focused on a young character in Roman Britain and, in a fast-paced, adventurous plot, dealt with themes of juvenile fiction: friendship, loyalty, the outcast, growth from boyhood to manhood and the ‘blood brother’ – the bond of young warriors, ‘a relationship with a strong appeal for young adolescents’.8 As Sutcliff once said of her novels, ‘I’ve only got one plot; a boy growing up and finding himself, and finding his own soul in the process […]. And becoming part of society.’9 However, unlike her contemporaries, who wrote pro-Roman stories told from the perspective of British adolescents, in The Eagle of the Ninth Sutcliff centred on a Roman lad,10 offering a more sophisticated and nuanced picture of Roman–British relations than they did.11

When the novel begins, the Roman lad, Marcus, who had previously lived in Clusium (Etruria) and Rome, is leading a reserve cohort in Britain. Marcus had asked for the transfer, hoping to discover the truth about the disappearance of his father’s legion and to be near his father’s older brother, Aquila, now retired to Calleva Atrebatum (Silchester). In an attack by Britons at Isca Dumnoniorum (Exeter), Marcus badly injures his leg, ending his dream of a great military career. While recuperating in Aquila’s home, Marcus attends the Saturnalia Games, where he saves the life of a British slave-gladiator, Esca, and then buys him. During his recovery, Marcus forges close bonds with Esca and Cottia, a thirteen-year-old British girl who lives close by.

Once recovered from his injury, Marcus heads north, beyond Hadrian’s Wall, to solve the mystery of the legion. To travel safely through territories hostile to Rome, he disguises himself as a Greek oculist, with Esca, now a free man, as his assistant. The second half of Sutcliff’s book covers their search for the Ninth Legion’s emblem, the Eagle, and their ambition to bring it back to Calleva. At the end, when Marcus and Esca have returned to Calleva with the Eagle, the legion’s emblem is buried in a secret location on the orders of a Legate, so that the defeat of the Ninth Hispana will be forgotten and the Legion will never be re-formed again. The Roman Senate rewards Esca with Roman citizenship and allows Marcus to choose where he wants to live. Marcus decides to marry Cottia and establish his own farm in Britain, a closure suggesting a peaceful future life away from the army. Cottia, the central female character in the novel, is not as important to the plot as Marcus and Esca. In fact, she is absent from the second half of The Eagle of the Ninth only to reappear at the end. Still, her presence is significant. Cottia radiates energy and moral fortitude. She is unafraid to express her opinion, proudly defends her British identity, and advocates freedom and mutual understanding.12 She has important effects on the hero and helps bring his story to a close.

Cottia’s first appearance in Sutcliff’s book comes during the Saturnalia. Sutcliff presents her through Marcus’ eyes: ‘A small disturbance near him drew Marcus’s attention to the arrival of a family who were just entering their places on the Magistrates’ benches a little to his right. A British family of the ultra-Roman kind’, consisting of a middle-aged couple and ‘a girl of perhaps twelve or thirteen, with a sharply pointed face that seemed all golden eyes in the shadow of her dark hood’ (p. 65). From the beginning the girl’s eyes are ‘fixed on the arena with a kind of horrified expectancy’ (p. 65). As Marcus and his uncle watch the most violent moments of the games, Marcus looks at her, as if understanding the brutality of the games through her reactions. As attendants spread fresh sand over the blood in the arena following the slaughter of a bear and two wolves, ‘Marcus glanced, without quite knowing why, at the girl in the dark hood, and saw her sitting as though frozen, her eyes wide and blank with horror in an ashy face’ (pp. 66–7). Sutcliff seems to set Cottia up as a conscience for Marcus who is ‘filled with a sudden unreasoning anger’ against the couple ‘for bringing the little maiden to see a thing like this, against all Games and all mobs who came to watch them with their tongues hanging out for horrors’ (p. 67). Marcus’ anger will intensify during the next game, when he will incite the mob to raise their thumbs up and save Esca’s life.

Chapter VII, titled ‘Two Worlds Meeting’, is devoted to the private meeting of Cottia and Marcus in Aquila’s garden, where Cottia states her beliefs. She congratulates Marcus for saving and buying Esca and wishes that he had also purchased the bear, declaring: ‘It was cruel! To kill on the hunting trail, that is one thing; but they took away his freedom! They kept him in a cage, and then they killed him. […] I do not like cages.’ (p. 87). She proudly says that she is from the Iceni and resents her aunt and uncle for trying to make her behave as if she were Roman:


I hate living in a town full of straight lines, and being shut up inside brick walls, and being called Camilla; and I hate—hate—hate it when they try to make me pretend to be a Roman maiden and forget my own tribe and my own father! […] I pretend, outside my tunic. I answer when they call me Camilla, and I speak to them in Latin: but underneath my tunic I am of the Iceni, and when I take off my tunic at night, I say, “There! That rids me of Rome until the morning!” And I lie on my bed and think—and think—about my home, […]. I remember all the things that I am not supposed to remember, and talk to myself inside my head in my own tongue.

p. 89



Cottia is assertive in her relationship with Marcus. She asks to meet him often and, when he is about to have surgery on his leg, she even bites a servant, Stephanos, who tries to stop her from entering Aquila’s villa. When Marcus returns home, she is angry that she hadn’t received news from him. Through certain motifs and the reflections of Marcus about her, Cottia is associated with other admirable women in the novel. Her regal air reminds Marcus of Guinhumara, the wife of a native hunter, Cradoc, a tall woman, who ‘carried herself like a queen’ and had ‘a guarded look, as though she had drawn a veil behind her eyes’ so that one should not see in (p. 26). Cottia is also reminiscent of the girl, now dead and buried in Britain, whom Marcus’ uncle had once loved, one of the precious things that go to make roots for a man, as Aquila states. Notably, Marcus and Cottia meet right after his uncle mentions his lost love and, at the end of the book, when Marcus and Cottia decide to live together in Britain, Marcus understands his uncle’s reason for settling there. Another notable woman in the book is Murna, of the tribe of the Selgovae and wife of the former Roman soldier Guern. Guern compares Murna to ‘a lioness’, because she had spoken for him to her people, although he was Roman (p. 160), and states: ‘I am of the Selgovae. I have a woman of the tribe to wife, and she is a good wife to me. I have sons, born into the tribe, and my life is here. If ever I was—something else, and my life was elsewhere, all that lies in another world and the men I knew in it have forgotten me’ (p. 227). Regarding the remaining men of the Ninth Legion, he assumes that they ‘may be scattered about Caledonia now, […] living even as myself, with a British wife, and sons to come after them’ (p. 159).

Both Cottia and Murna are native women in a relationship with a Roman man. While reading the novel, we come to understand that the Roman men have accommodated their lives to them, not vice versa. Focusing on the thematic core of Sutcliff’s novel, that is the presence of Marcus in Britain and his relationship with Esca and other native people while searching for the Eagle, critics have convincingly discussed it in relation to intercultural exchanges and historical-social developments in post-war Britain.13 After the Second World War, Britain lost much of its empire (including Burma, Pakistan, India and Sudan) and many thousands of immigrants from all over the world arrived in the country, creating a multicultural society that triggered discussions about the political, national and cultural future of the country.14 In this sense, Sutcliff’s Roman Empire resembled contemporary Britain,15 with the author focusing on the ‘bidirectional nature of cultural influence’.16 As Butler and O’Donovan note, ‘[T]he emotional heart of the book lies in the relationship between Marcus and his British slave – later, freedman and friend – Esca. By foregrounding their friendship, Sutcliff allows for a multifaceted examination of Roman and British cultures and their interaction.’17 The message of the historical novel seems to be that fundamental human commonalities are more important than cultural differences.18

Examining gender relations helps us observe an important additional aspect of Sutcliff’s strategies for placing intercultural understanding in the distant past: the intercultural romantic relationships that may lead to marriages and families. The central story of miscegenation is obviously that of Cottia and Marcus. Towards the end of the novel, Cottia states that she is willing to move to Rome to be with him; she considers that her freedom exists only when she is close to her beloved. However, Marcus chooses to build their life together on British soil. Marcus’ decision (as well as the earlier, similar one of Guern and apparently of other former Roman soldiers) must have had topical significance in Sutcliff’s time. As Wendy Webster has documented, between 1939 and 1945, Britain experienced its greatest population diversity to date,19 while after the war a wave of newcomers from abroad married British women. Conservatives objected to this blurring of the lines between British and non-British (especially non-white) people.20 Contrary to such objections, Sutcliff defends intercultural romances, which, it should be noted, occurred not only in England but throughout the world during and after the war. In this sense, Sutcliff’s novel seems to take a progressive stance for all similar cases that took place worldwide.

A measured female dynamism: the BBC’s television adaptation of The Eagle of the Ninth (1977)
Although energetic and open-minded, Sutcliff’s Cottia can also be conventional. However, not all of those qualities are expressed in the character depicted in the BBC adaptation of The Eagle of the Ninth, in which Cottia (Gillian Bailey) appears to be in her early twenties, close to the age of Marcus (Anthony Higgins).21 Sylvie Magerstädt, in the single extended scholarly discussion of the TV series,22 notes, among other things, the importance of Cottia in both the novel and the BBC series. According to Magerstädt, BBC’s Cottia ‘provides a contrast to the Roman women who appear in other shows’, and, next to male characters, is ‘another “border-crossing” outsider, of mixed Celtic–Roman origin’.23 Comparing Sutcliff’s Cottia with the BBC’s, we can observe further qualities of interest in the latter. The BBC Cottia is more independent as well as more progressive. The BBC changes result from the omission of certain lines from Sutcliff’s book and from the use of certain assertive shots of Cottia.

In the book, Cottia has a nanny, Nissa. We learn about her only through what Cottia says and thinks about her. In the BBC series Cottia does not seem to have a nanny, so she appears more mature and self-reliant. The BBC Cottia also lacks the condescending attitude towards slaves that Sutcliff’s Cottia possesses. In the novel, Cottia accuses Nissa of spreading rumours and, making ‘a quick, contemptuous gesture,’ adds: ‘Slaves! […] They stand in doorways and chatter like starlings; but Nissa is the worst of them all!’ (p. 88). In the 1977 TV series, Cottia never denigrates slaves.

Furthermore, the Cottia in the novel needs her aunt’s permission to visit Marcus and asks Marcus if they can see each other. These details, which make her look like a dependent child (after all, she is only thirteen years old in the novel), are deleted in the TV adaptation. In the BBC series there is also no mention of Cottia’s mother, who in the novel rejected and gave Cottia away, treating her as an unwanted child. Sutcliff’s Cottia refers to her mother as follows:


My father was killed […]. I expect that all is well with my mother. […] There was a hunter who had wanted her always, but her parents gave her to my father. And when my father went West of the Sunset, she went to the hunter, and there was no room in his house for me. It was different with my brother, of course. It is always different with boys. So my mother gave me to Aunt Valaria.

pp. 88–9



Cottia’s subordinate position in the novel is also evident in relation to the operation on Marcus’ injured leg. Although we learn (indirectly) that Cottia bites Stephanos in order to gain entry into Aquila’s villa and find out about the operation, we also read that she nonetheless takes Marcus’ advice to go home and wait for news from Esca; despite her wish to stay in Aquila’s garden until the operation is over, she ‘obediently’ leaves (p. 101). In the television series, where we actually see Cottia fiercely biting Stephanos (Willie Joss), Cottia ignores Marcus’ advice; instead, she stays in the garden and waits for news from Esca (Christian Rodska). There, two silent shots of her, the first during the operation, as Marcus is screaming in pain, and the second when the procedure is finished, present her as a strong woman supporting her beloved from a distance, sharing his suffering, and worrying about the outcome (Figure 10.1). When Esca enters the garden, he gives her the thumbs up, a gesture that indicates that they share a bond of concern for Marcus.

More significant shots of Cottia occur earlier in the TV show, in the Saturnalia scene. The novel makes only passing references to Cottia during the games. The main concern is Marcus’ perspective on them and on Cottia’s horrified reaction. In the BBC series, multiple medium shots and close-ups bring her into view. At first, when she and her company enter their arena bench, two medium shots of her show her from Marcus’ point of view and reveal her distaste for the gruesome spectacle. After the games start, she is filmed in long shot, from an angle out of Marcus’ line of sight. Then, five frontal close-ups of her looking at the arena again link her to Marcus, who glances left in her direction in medium shots. However, the shots of Cottia now precede those of Marcus. In addition, unlike Marcus, who projects a mix of curiosity and restrained annoyance with the violent spectacle, Cottia expresses outrage, revulsion and disgust (Figure 10.2). The camera’s frontal position and proximity to Cottia, in conjunction with her expressions and movements, as well as her shots coming first, stress her role as the moral agent in the scene, the one who motivates Marcus to stand up, cry ‘thumps up’ and save Esca’s life.

In the TV series, Guinhumara also has a more distinct personality. In the novel, she is taciturn, and her only comments to Marcus are about her husband. The writers of the BBC series, in contrast, crafted a conversation that Guinhumara (Laura Graham) has with Marcus, revealing knowledge of the economy and her opinion of the relations between Britons and Romans:
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Figure 10.1 Cottia (Gillian Bailey) in Aquila’s garden, sharing Marcus’ pain and worrying about the outcome of the operation, in the BBC TV series The Eagle of the Ninth (1977).
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Figure 10.2 Earlier, Cottia (Gillian Bailey) watches the Saturnalia Games with revulsion and disgust in the BBC TV series The Eagle of the Ninth (1977).


MARCUS    How goes the harvest this year?

GUINHUMARA    As last year.

MARCUS    And that was bad?

GUINHUMARA    As was the year before that. Corn lies thin and shrivelled in the ear.

MARCUS    Rome is not to be blamed for that. We don’t mean much to you, do we?

GUINHUMARA    The tribe finds your forum and basilica useful to hold their markets in.

MARCUS    More than that, surely? Some have laid aside their hunting spears to become Roman officials.

GUINHUMARA    Some. Our craftsmen work hard to please your garrison. We sell you skins, vegetables and fighting cocks … and our children scramble after you for money.



Based on Sutcliff’s novel and tailored to a young audience,24 the BBC production does not make her female characters into fully independent modern women. Still, it is noteworthy that in 1977 Guinhumara expresses views that the novel does not give her and that Cottia is assigned a greater role, while being freed from some of the more conventional traits she has in the novel. It is also noteworthy that in the series we do not learn anything about Cottia’s mother, who in the novel abandoned her daughter for a new lover; the BBC show thus erases the sexist, stereotypical figure of the neglectful ‘bad mother’. In this sense, the BBC production seems to present the women from the novel in a manner more akin to women in the Britain of the 1970s. In that decade, legislative actions, such as the Equal Pay Act 1970 and the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, outlawed discrimination on the grounds of sex and marriage and promoted equality of opportunity between men and women. These laws resulted from the emerging female activism of the late 1960s and the Women’s Liberation Movement of the 1970s that criticized sexism, women’s subordination and exploitation, stereotypical gender roles and patriarchy.25 In this respect, the depictions of women in the BBC series have changed, to a limited extent, to match women’s position in the 1970s. At the same time, they represent a contrast to other audio-visual Roman women of the time, such as Messalina in I, Claudius, whose enormous political ambitions, transgressive femininity and neglectful motherhood rendered 1970s feminism unsympathetically.26

Audio-visual Roman women in twenty-first-century Britain: The Eagle (2011) and Centurion (2010)
It took more than thirty years for a new audio-visual version of Sutcliff’s book to be released. Thanks to the success of Gladiator (2000, dir. Ridley Scott), which helped to revive the Hollywood Roman epic, and a renewed interest in cinematic explorations of imperialist politics, a film adaptation of The Eagle of the Ninth came out in 2011 under the title The Eagle, directed by Scottish filmmaker Kevin Macdonald and written by British screenwriter, director and playwright Jeremy Brock. Unlike the TV adaptation, The Eagle was a film for adults about war, occupation and honour, which departed extensively from the novel, including in its deletion of Cottia.

In Brock’s first draft of the script written in 2007, which at that point retained the title of the original book, Cottia had a minor role. After his transfer to Calleva, Marcus glances at the neighbouring house and garden and sees ‘a flash of a white toga. A beautiful young girl (COTTIA)—about eleven or twelve—races through the garden, chasing a dog. Her innocence and freedom are in such stark contrast to his own mood, as to seem almost otherworldly.’27 The girl also catches a glimpse of Marcus, before entering her house. Cottia’s second appearance in the 2007 draft is at the games, where she goes with her friends ‘laughing and joking with the same easy freedom as before’.28 When Esca is about to be killed,


MARCUS spots COTTIA. She’s standing as high as she can on her seat, both thumbs turned upward.

Suddenly, MARCUS is gripped by a mission to save this man’s life. He shoots out of his seat, one hand on the barrier to steady himself, the other held high, thumb upward.29



Although Cottia is not mentioned again in Brock’s first draft, it is clear that he has set her up as an innocent symbol of freedom for Marcus.30 Whatever Cottia’s initial function was, in the 2011 film she is wholly absent. Similarly, in The Eagle we never see or learn anything about Guinhumara and we never hear what a good woman Guern’s wife is.

Scholars and film critics have commented on the absence of Cottia and other female characters from The Eagle. Charlotte Higgins, for example, has argued that Cottia’s excision is the film’s ‘most serious defect’, one that makes the plot ‘monochromatically male-dominated’ and deprives it of Sutcliff’s ‘imaginative vision of British conflicts of identity under Roman rule’.31 In a similar vein, Anise K. Strong has included The Eagle among those recent films in which ‘the Roman Empire is apparently inhabited almost entirely by men, which contributes to these films’ focus on the nature and worth of masculinity. […] There is not a single named female character in The Eagle, despite the presence of prominent female characters in its source material.’32 Looking at the all-male major cast in a different way, Roger Ebert concluded in an overall positive review of The Eagle that ‘this is not the sort of world where women would be expected, and the insertion of romantic interest so obligatory in lesser movies would seem awkward here’.33 In another positive assessment of the film, Philip French stated that in the absence of the traditional romantic story, the relationship between Marcus and Esca inevitably shows a ‘certain unobtrusive homoerotic aspect’.34

At the same time, regardless of their stance on The Eagle, most commentators pinpoint the film’s oblique critique of American imperialism. For Philip French, the casting of North Americans as the Romans in The Eagle identifies the United States as the new imperialist power.35 Expanding on this, Rainer Emig has explained the ways in which Macdonald’s film boldly updates Sutcliff’s book, replacing the novel’s British Empire/Roman Empire metaphor with one where ancient Rome stands in for the United States, perceived as a contemporary empire.36 Other scholars, including Terence McSweeney and Alex McAuley, have more precisely linked the graphic depiction of warfare and the brutal behaviour of the Roman invaders in the film with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the behaviour of American troops on the ground.37 On the film’s release, Macdonald himself called the United States the dominating occupier of Iraq and Afghanistan and observed a parallel between the film’s Isca Dumnoniorum and Helmand Province in southern Afghanistan.38

By keeping in mind the film’s emphasis on imperialist invaders who oppress indigenous people, we can better understand its deletion of Sutcliff’s key female characters. In removing Cottia, as well as Guern’s positive comments on his native wife, The Eagle suggests the impossibility of happy romantic or familial relationships between adversaries in a condition of hyper-aggressive invasion. Overall, The Eagle changes Sutcliff’s plot to present more complex misapprehensions between enemies. In The Eagle, the relationship between Marcus (Channing Tatum) and Esca (Jamie Bell) is knottier, passing through stages of suspicion and revenge. In addition, Marcus’ ingenuous attachment to his father’s memory and the accomplishments of the Ninth Legion takes a more complicated turn in Macdonald’s film. At the end, when Marcus and Esca return the Eagle to Roman territory, the governor proposes the reformation of the Ninth Legion, implying thus the continuation of military expeditions.39 Along these lines, the absence of romance between adversaries figures as a condition of a world at war.

The Eagle paints such a bleak picture of life under military occupation that it can hardly include sincere romantic relationships between people from different cultures. In The Eagle, in keeping with the new metaphoric role the film gives ancient Rome, the Roman occupation is depicted as so inhumane and the Roman-British world so permeated by hatred that such relationships would appear ludicrously implausible or naïve. The things that British characters say about the Romans’ attitude to native people, particularly women, help expose the Roman Empire–United States analogy, as they allude to widely reported atrocities of recent wars, such as the Mahmudiyah rape and killings by American soldiers in Iraq in 2006.40 A native leader in The Eagle says to the Romans: ‘You have stolen our lands and kill our sons. You have defiled our daughters.’ Esca describes his family’s fate to Marcus: ‘Seven years ago, you [the Romans] took our lands and we rose against you. My father and two brothers died. My mother, also. My father killed her before the legionaries broke through. He knew what they would do to her. She knelt in front of him and he slit her throat. Rome also did that.’41 And the brother of some native girls, who flirt with Marcus when he pretends to be Esca’s Roman slave, becomes furious with Marcus, explaining to Esca: ‘He was looking at my sister. All Romans are savages, I have seen what they do to their prisoners. Such people are not to be trusted.’42

One year earlier, another film about the Ninth Legion, Centurion, had depicted wartime adversaries in a similar way. Centurion follows the Roman officer Quintus Dias (Michael Fassbender), who escapes his Pict captors, joins the Ninth Legion, and becomes its last survivor. Centring on fights between the Roman invaders and the resisting and avenging Celts, Centurion is replete with violence and brutal chases across an ominous, foggy Caledonian landscape (today’s Scottish Highlands). As with The Eagle, the degree of cruelty with which the warfare between invaders and natives is represented has led to a virtually unanimous analysis of Centurion as setting up a metaphor between the Romans in Britain and America’s War on Terror.43 As Alex McAuley has argued:


While making a film [Centurion] set in his own historical backyard, Marshall nevertheless chose to frame it as a parable of the American experience in Iraq, as did Kevin Macdonald [in The Eagle]. In so doing, they discard the glory and the grandeur of the golden age of sword-and-sandal films in Hollywood in exchange for the gritty uncertainty of contemporary conflicts in an ancient setting. Gone is the idealistic certainty of conventional warfare. In its place arises a confusing, multipolar, and brutally violent iron age akin to that described by Hesiod in his archaic Greek poem Works and Days: a war, and a world, without honor – only moral uncertainty.44



However, in contrast to The Eagle, in the brutal British-Roman world of Centurion native female characters hold important roles. The two most active Pictish women fighters against the Romans, whom Quintus Dias meets, Etain (Olga Kurylenko) and Aeron (Axelle Carolyn), are depicted as akin to wild animals. The wildest of them, Etain, has long dark hair with grey stripes and blue-painted face and wears animal furs and a wolf’s pelt around her shoulders. Etain cannot speak. As her native protector explains:


She was a child when she came to us seeking sanctuary. Her own village had been slaughtered as punishment for resisting Roman rule. To set an example, they burnt out her father’s eyes. They raped her mother until she was begging to die. Etain was forced to watch … before she too was raped. And finally they cut out her tongue that she may not speak ill of the bloody Roman Empire.45



Etain is compared to a wolf, who ‘has learnt to hunt from birth. It is part sense, part instinct. She can read the terrain, search for signs of passing, run her quarry to ground and close in for the kill. Now she hunts Romans.’46 In an especially violent scene, where she fights a Roman general, her wild expressions, leather clothing and chain around her neck, as well as the blood on her body and under her nose after she brutally spears the Roman, accentuate her animality which is further emphasized by the frontal lighting (Figure 10.3). From a feminist point of view, Etain is a problematic figure. As Strong argues, due to her muteness she never explains her experiences. This makes the character’s hyper-aggressive treatment of the Romans seem excessively inhumane, ‘driven by emotion rather than rationality’.47 Still, as her condition is attributed to Roman atrocity (the rape of her mother and of herself as a child),48 her figure suggests a permanently bloodstained gulf between male invaders and female defenders of their community and identity.
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Figure 10.3 Etain (Olga Kurylenko), the wolf-like avenger of Roman invaders in Centurion (2010). © Pathé Productions Ltd and UK Film Council 2009.

The film’s second major female character, Arianne (Imogen Poots), the saviour of Quintus Dias, is a beautiful, blonde and blue-eyed gentle local who prepares a feast for him and his comrades and treats their wounds. When she serves the Romans dinner, her smiling face, light-gold curly hair, slight amicable bending towards the men and dark green cotton-like dress, along with the side lighting that gives relief and volume to the scene, produce a sense of serenity and warmth (Figure 10.4). Although a native herself, Arianne hates Etain and other natives who consider her a witch.49 A sincere romance develops between Arianne and Quintus Dias with tender touches, night-time scenes in nature, intense, emotional looks and deep sadness during their separation. At the end, Quintus Dias, wounded by his fellow Romans, returns to her and says, ‘It seems my life is in your hands again, witch’, and their kiss concludes the film. Most likely in an effort to meet the expectations of a sizable audience accustomed to the romances of mainstream cinema, Arianne’s portrayal conforms to stereotypes: the film’s endearing romantic heroine is associated with domestic duties, caring for others and Western ideas of female beauty. Nevertheless, in a film that alludes to current imperialist wars, her presence also implies that it would be possible for people from different backgrounds to fall in love – as long as the woman is estranged from her community and closer to the enemy’s world.

Arianne, who falls in love with the Roman Marcus, is a stark contrast to the traumatized and vengeful Etain who tries to kill him. Arianne is also a far cry from Cottia, Sutcliff’s proud member of the Iceni, and her more mature version in the BBC TV production. These modern audio-visual depictions, from the 1970s to the early 2010s, of British women in the ancient Roman world reveal Western popular culture’s shifting conceptualizations of the women of Roman antiquity, constantly reshaped by new socio-political developments and new understandings and allegorical readings of historical empires. Moreover, they help us to reflect on changes in popular art and mentality regarding the possibility of deep love and a happy life between wartime opponents. The audio-visual productions examined in this chapter suggest that Western popular culture once believed in happy cross-cultural romances, but that the 2010s was a time when the tensions between the West and the East were so strong that such relationships seemed too impossible to portray on screen, unless representational stereotypes obscured the differences between people.
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Figure 10.4 Arianne (Imogen Poots) offers the Romans food and comfort in Centurion (2010). © Pathé Productions Ltd and UK Film Council 2009.
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CHAPTER 11

A PRACTITIONER’S TALE:
HISTORY AND THE PERFORMANCE OF ROMAN WOMEN IN HBO’s ROME

Jonathan Stamp

At my desk, in my new office (Cinecittà Studios, Block C, Room 24), my first day. The phone rings. I jump. Chiefly because I’d no idea there was a phone. Turns out it’s concealed in a drawer. In a broken unit, in a corner. Just as I hunt it down, it rings off. I wait. It rings again. Luca, from ‘Hair and Make-Up’, has a query. One of the female leads is shooting a scene for our first episode. The scene requires full frontal nudity. The conversation, consequently, goes, ‘This Jonathan? I’m Luca. We didn’t meet yet. So, Roman women, they shave their pubes?’ A pause. ‘Like landing-strip’, Luca adds, for purposes of precision, ‘or full Brazilian?’ I say I will get back to him. I hang up and stare out of the window. A Roman legionary in full uniform wanders past. Cig in hand, he’s chatting on his cell-phone. Someone, somewhere is tuning what I guess must be a lyre. ‘Now what?’, I ask myself.

It was 22 March 2004 and Luca’s would prove the first of literally thousands of questions I would be tasked with answering over the course of the next three years. I wasn’t yet used to how HBO went about things (it was my first day), and the question struck me not simply as unanswerable but bizarre and faintly salacious. Reading this, it may strike you that same way now. But, with hindsight, I realize the question was emblematic. Not simply of the challenges and potential impact of the role I’d just taken on as historical consultant on Rome, a new television drama set in that ancient city, but of the challenges and potential impact of the way women, in particular, were to be depicted in it.

Rome, a co-production between American cable channel HBO, British state broadcaster the BBC and Italian state broadcaster RAI was filmed, in two separate ‘shoots’, between March 2004 and October 2006, partly on location around Rome, but mainly on specially constructed sets at Cinecittà Studios, to the south of the city. Although specific details of its budget are not publicly available, it’s estimated that the average episode cost $10 million, a huge sum then by televisual standards. Rome told the story of the end of the Republic and the earliest days of the empire from two perspectives, which were, crudely, the ‘high’ and the ‘low’. The ‘high’ imagined the exploits of eminent – and real – historical personages, such as Julius Caesar, Mark Antony, Servilia and Octavian. The ‘low’ imagined the lives and loves of two ordinary soldiers, Titus Pullo and Lucius Vorenus (themselves actual historical figures, as referenced by name in the fifth book of Caesar’s Gallic Wars, but about whom otherwise nothing is known).

Rome aired over two seasons (the first comprising twelve episodes, the second ten, for a total of twenty-two), in the United States and the UK, between August 2005 and March 2007. The series also enjoyed a wider international airing, as well as international distribution on DVD and Blu-ray, justifying claims made by HBO that it had enjoyed global reach. Despite being unexpectedly cancelled owing to high production costs (Rome was conceived to be told over five seasons rather than two), the series was positively reviewed and became the recipient of high-profile awards, including four Emmys and seven Primetime Emmys.

Its reputation has only grown since its premature cancellation, and it has earned the – admittedly subjective – honour of cult status. Its plotting (being as it is at least grounded in the historical record) and its high-budget production values (which permitted close and faithful attention to incidental detail) mean that it has also since cemented a place on the syllabuses of educational establishments that teach Roman history, in the United States, the UK and across Europe. All of which makes it reasonable to claim that Rome is a particularly significant reception of the ancient Roman past and its women. Indeed (although such a judgement must inevitably be subjective), it could be argued that its impact as a ‘small screen’ reception is only really rivalled by that of I, Claudius, the BBC’s adaptation in 1976 of Robert Graves’s historical novel of the same name.

I am a Classics graduate, who completed the degree known as ‘Greats’ at Oxford and subsequently joined the BBC, where for ten years I made documentaries about the ancient world. When, at HBO’s request, the BBC was brought on board as a co-producer of Rome, the BBC Head of Drama asked my boss, the BBC Head of Specialist Factual, if she could recommend anyone to read the initial scripts. My name was put forward. My brief was to read the scripts for accuracy, but five pages in, I realized that wasn’t what was really wanted. The plot took all kinds of licence with the historical record and I knew it would have been futile, and tin-eared, to say, ‘But Caesar didn’t really do that …’ So, instead, I said, ‘How about we go for authenticity rather than accuracy?’ By which I meant, how about I spend my time researching and answering queries about ‘what it was really like to have been a Roman’, as best I could; from the clothes you might have worn, to the gestures you might have made. That way, I argued, the producers could – defensibly – present the drama as authentic but be spared having – indefensibly – to vouch for it as accurate.

The role I’d created would, I soon realized, be formidably wide-ranging, comprising both arcane, practical questions like that with which I began this chapter and more elusive, psychological ones, such as ‘Would a Roman have considered torture cruel?’ This involved a far more comprehensive reading of primary sources than I’d envisaged. Much of what I discovered in the course of that reading related to ancient Roman women and when I was first approached to contribute to a book on ancient Roman women in screen media, my instinct was to dust off the notes I’d made. But I’m not an academic and I realized any contribution to the subject I could make wouldn’t best consist in a rehash of sources likely more familiar to my audience than myself. (And probably just as well, because it turned out I’d lost my notes years ago.)

I decided a more unusual – and perhaps useful – perspective could be mine as an ‘insider’, offering ‘A Practitioner’s Tale’ that explained, from within, how a historical drama actually gets made. And I thought, given the brief of the book, that I should focus my explanation on the experiences of the women who had taken Rome’s three principal female roles: Polly Walker, who played Atia; Lindsay Duncan, who played Servilia; and Indira Varma, who played Niobe. So, I requested interviews with each of them, and they kindly consented to talk in detail for the first time about their memories of working on the show. In collating those interviews, I was soon aware of an obvious absentee. Anne Thomopoulos, an executive producer, drove the process by which Rome was commissioned and, more than any figure other than Bruno Heller (the show’s creator and chief writer), was responsible for shaping its content and tone. She too kindly granted me an interview.

It is on these – the central female voices of Rome – that I’ve drawn for the body of this chapter, and all quotations, unless otherwise stated, are from the interviews the four so generously granted me.

Atia
*

‘What a congerie of heroes! Such vim! I feel like Helen of Troy!’

‘Don’t start speaking legally. You know how it bores me.’

‘Andros, bring him back safe. Or I’ll use the eyes of your children for beads.’

If to be quotable is to be memorable, Atia is unassailably the most memorable character in Rome. She is also indubitably the female lead, with her tireless promotion of her son, Octavian, the central strand in the plot. For that reason, it is on her production story that I’ll focus in most detail.

She is based on a real historical person, Atia Balba, niece to Julius Caesar and mother to Octavian. But, as a case study of what happens when history and the subjective needs of historical drama collide, you couldn’t do better than examine HBO’s take on the woman they insisted on dubbing ‘Atia of the Julii’. Tacitus (admittedly writing some 140 years after Atia’s death and in a work, the Dialogus de Oratoribus, which cannot be attributed to him with certainty) name checks her as an epitome of Roman matronhood – moral, exceptionally religious and universally admired: ‘In the presence of such a one no base word could be uttered without grave offence, and no wrong deed done. Religiously and with the utmost delicacy she regulated not only the serious tasks of her youthful charges, but their recreations also and their games’ (Dialogus de Oratoribus, 28.5, Loeb translation). Anyone even passingly acquainted with Rome will double-take at this. I was certainly aware, after Atia’s first scene in the first script, that, far from being an inspiration for the character portrayed by Polly Walker, Tacitus’ Atia is her polar opposite.

For me, rightly or wrongly, this discrepancy fell into the ‘but Caesar didn’t really do that’ category, so I didn’t mention it. But, months later, once we had nearly finished filming the first season, an HBO executive, today happy to be quoted if not named, belatedly asked me if we knew anything about the ‘real’ Atia. When I relayed the gist of Tacitus’ assessment he replied, ‘Just as well we didn’t know. She sounds a real snoozer.’ He added that ‘to get her right, our Atia was always going to have to be a bitch, because Roman shows need a bitch. And we got her super-right, because she’s a superbitch!’ ‘Roman shows need a bitch’ – as Tacitus is not on record as having said. (Although it’s a sentiment with which I think he may secretly have agreed.) As an assessment it’s certainly pithy, revealing too. And what it reveals is that the real inspiration for the central female character in Rome is no primary source from the ancient Roman past, but a much more recent reception of it.

I’ve already mentioned the BBC adaptation of I, Claudius and Executive Producer Anne Thomopoulos confirms how prominently that adaptation featured in HBO’s minds while they were developing Rome:


I was in conversations with Jane Root [then Controller of BBC2] regarding our re-making I, Claudius, for which we held the rights. And, in fact, we originally conceived Rome as a sort of prequel for I, Claudius. Our plan was Pullo [one of the two legionary ‘everyman’ characters in Rome] would be forced to commit suicide at the end of Rome because he’d been Octavian’s go-to guy and knew where all the bodies were buried. And now Octavian had become Augustus, and Pullo had to be shut up. We’d planned that that would be the kicking-off point for our I, Claudius remake. In the end that didn’t work out because there was no re-make but the BBC show was always there. It cast its shadow.



And, as Thomopoulos further reveals, one character in I, Claudius cast a longer shadow than the rest:


I don’t really like the word, iconic, but she was iconic. Livia, Siân Phillips. In talking with Bruno [Bruno Heller, creator and chief writer of Rome], we agreed. Livia had set the bar. That was the standard we had to reach, the character we had to match, to prove we deserved our place at the table, a drama set in the Roman world.



Alfred Hitchcock, who’d earned the right to an opinion, is alleged to have said, ‘the more successful the villain, the more successful the picture’; an aphorism the makers of Rome took most certainly to heart when they envisioned their ‘Atia of the Julii’ as a Livia 2.0. Even more manipulative, even more scheming, and prepared, in the pursuit of her aims, to push the boundaries even further. ‘HBO Atia’ was to be inspired by Livia, yet also in competition with her, a tension that fuelled a marvellously conceived coup de théâtre in Rome’s final episode. There Livia herself, only recently introduced as a character, is blindsided by Atia, who makes an unexpected, last-gasp appearance at a triumphal procession, where she insists on precedence. Livia, ostensibly deferential, looks at her with courteous loathing. Atia responds: ‘I can see you. You’re swearing now that someday you’ll destroy me. Remember, far better women than you have sworn to do the same. Go and look for them now.’ In an Atia–Livia ‘face-off’, Rome left no room for doubt as to who would win.

All at HBO agreed Livia should be the essential inspiration for their Atia. All, that is, except the actor who actually played her. Polly Walker readily admits she hadn’t seen I, Claudius before being cast. She just as readily admits she brought ‘no prior knowledge of ancient Rome whatsoever, women or otherwise’ to the role: ‘An actor is reliant on others – like a consultant – to steer you through that stuff. As an actor I have one job, which is to interpret the character.’ That sounds simple, but patently isn’t. And to the obvious follow-up question, ‘How do you set about doing that?’, Walker had another deceptively simple response, ‘You look at the lines.’

Permit me, at this point, a brief excursus. The script, per Walker’s riposte, is the determining principle of any drama, its DNA, with historical drama no exception. In my experience it is, however, also the element of a historical drama which a consultant, whose job after all is to ‘handle the history’, will find it hardest to influence. For three reasons. Firstly, and this was the case on Rome, writers may begin on a project before a historical consultant is engaged. Consequently, the scripts, while not set in stone, can in broad terms be well established before they are exposed to any form of historical scrutiny. Secondly, given that the consultant sits a long way down the production pecking order, any notes he or she gives may well be disregarded anyway. I worked as an historical consultant on a project, not Rome, in which I was told, indignantly, ‘We are in the entertainment business. You want to get cute over the facts, go back to making documentaries.’ Thirdly, even if you do happen to work with a writer prepared to take notes, it will likely only be notes regarding specific incidental detail. If, for example, there’s a glaring anachronism in a historical script, such as a character quoting a literary work that will not in reality be written for another forty years, a writer might be persuaded to remove it (on the other hand they equally may not!). But, as regards plot and character, which are the essential drivers of narrative, any writer will reserve the absolute right to decide what stays or goes, regardless of historical truth (whatever that slippery term really means).

We’ve seen that the makers of Rome, for example, formulated ‘their’ Atia without any regard to what we know of the historical figure. They were responding to a highly influential reception, I, Claudius. And it was the version so produced that Polly Walker set about trying to interpret. What is intriguing is the direction her interpretation took: ‘I never watch myself, it horrifies me, so I never watched Rome, but a few years ago my agent made a showreel and so I did watch it. And what hit me so hard is that Atia is just – ace. I love her, I honestly love her.’

Love is a striking response to a character that an HBO executive described as a superbitch. But then ‘superbitch’ wasn’t what Walker found on the page. She found herself instead reading Atia with nothing but sympathy, and not because Atia was a sympathetic villain, but because Walker didn’t see Atia as a villain at all:


I saw a woman only doing what she has to do, confronting her destiny, what she was put on this earth for. Yes, her methods are somewhat dubious, but those were different times, no? And, you have to remember, everyone is judging her, gunning for her. I felt, as an actress playing her, very protective of her, that she was incredibly misunderstood.



Walker describes the role of Atia, more than perhaps any other she has played, as ‘an instant connection. I never for a moment had to struggle to find it’. Given that this ‘instant connection’ didn’t originate in historical research, nor in a literal reading of the ‘superbitch’ suggested by the initial scripts, I was intrigued to know where Walker felt it did come from.

From, she explained, much closer to home. Walker was herself, when Rome started shooting, a single mother, raising two children, one of whom was still a baby. She’d recently ended her first marriage, to an Italian man, in which she’d struggled with what she terms the ‘intrinsic misogyny’ of a ‘small, rural, and patriarchal community’ in the north of Italy. Leaving such a life was a ‘liberation’ but also a ‘tremendous challenge’ as Walker now had the responsibility of caring for two young children effectively on her own. It was this, she now says, that proved her point of ‘instant connection’. Walker explains: ‘Atia doesn’t have anybody. She is an outlier. And I too was essentially on my own. I understood very well the battle just to keep things going, the fear that any minute things might totally implode.’

It’s always on Atia to have to hold things together. More than that, everyone is watching her try. Walker observes that Atia’s ‘constantly visible somehow, constantly subject to scrutiny’ and one particular dimension of the role, as written, made this ‘scrutiny’ most bluntly apparent. There are two scenes of full-frontal nudity in the pilot episode of Rome alone. (Indeed, the viewer meets the character of Atia for the very first time in one of them.) In taking the role Walker had been made well aware that the scenes in question were non-negotiable, but that did not mean she found them any easier:


My agent had told me to expect them to be fairly explicit, and obviously I was terrified. I’m an extremely modest person in my own life but I just said to myself, ‘I’ve accepted this, I have to do it.’ So, I tried to make it a sort of Zen-like exercise in losing any self-consciousness. And I tried not to be exploited by it, I tried to own it. But at the same time, I couldn’t help but feel vulnerable.



Principal photography began in March 2004, but, for a variety of reasons, the first months’ shooting on Rome proved unexpectedly difficult and, with only the first three episodes filmed, production was halted that summer while the strengths and weaknesses of the material were assessed. As for strengths, there was universal consensus that Atia was among the production’s greatest. Walker’s interpretation had given the role a depth that no one had anticipated, or perhaps thought possible. She comments: ‘When I started as a young actress people may have thought “oh, she’s just a pretty thing” – maybe they didn’t even think that – and possibly doubted that I had range, depth. But Atia changed all that. Atia showed I did.’

When production re-started in July 2004, it capitalized on the nuance that Walker had teased out of the central female role. In Stealing from Saturn, the first episode filmed after the re-start, sobs ring around a rich Roman villa by night, and we discover that it is Atia, in her room, who is weeping. ‘I’m alone, I’m all alone’, she cries, in a moment that’s candid but also devoid of self-pity. It’s the scene that propelled Atia beyond the paradigm of ‘superbitch’. From that point, no matter how ‘large’ her character was to go, the audience knew that Atia was also real. For Walker, it was a coup, but it came at a cost: ‘I took the role so seriously because Atia was so real to me, but then making her real sort of raised the stakes. I felt I had to walk a tightrope the whole time, between the actual and the grotesque.’ Marrying the heightened and the real in her performance created a tension that Walker found exhausting. There was one facet of Atia’s character, however, which made that tension easier to resolve:


Her humour! You couldn’t help but love the humour in her. I mean I could obviously see her ridiculousness. She is over the top, she is overly dramatic, but the humour always pulled you back to her. The humour was a kind of bridge, that connected the sometimes almost grotesque exterior to an interior that was vulnerable and real. It helped pull off the high-wire act.



It was indeed a high-wire act that Walker made of Atia, and high-wire acts are ones from which it’s hard to look away. One enthralled spectator was HBO Executive Producer, Anne Thomopoulos, for whom the emerging Atia was staking an increasingly compelling case to be not simply the central character in Rome, but its defining, and distinctive, purpose as a show. She observes: ‘I mean we’d all loved I, Claudius but there was a sense in which it was in part people wrapped in bedsheets running around on a sound stage. We’d always hoped with Rome we could go deeper – historically, psychologically. It was really through Atia that our hope first began to be fulfilled.’

Significantly, Thomopoulos experienced, as Walker had, a personal connection with Atia, whose circumstances resonated with ones of Thomopoulos’s own:


I’d just become a mother and during maternity leave I’d lost the brief at HBO for which I’d been responsible – as vice president of what was called ‘series’, a highly prestigious brief – and I was aware my position at work was suddenly vulnerable. And that made me focus on ideas of female agency, the particular ways in which women, and only women, are forced to get things done. And the path Atia mapped reflected mine. One through a world where there was no – or very little – direct agency for women, but the possibility of indirect agency, if you knew where to find it.



For Thomopolous, Atia became an avatar through which she felt she could experience ancient Rome directly: ‘It fulfilled a dream, not just to show a past world, but to be in it. To combine the sheer spectacle of period historical drama, with immersive, psychological depth. And that broke new ground. Without Rome, to give a single example, there is no Game of Thrones.’

If, for Thomopoulos, Atia held the key to a past world it was because Walker had succeeded in making her ‘electrifyingly relatable’ and somehow, despite Atia’s undeniable talent for cruelty, deeply sympathetic. She says:


By the end of the show – that incredible triumph scene – Atia had proven herself to be the ultimate ‘mama bear’. I suppose you could call her a monster – I wouldn’t – but whatever you call her, you can’t deny her grit. She did whatever necessary, she faced down every single thing in her path. The way she developed over the course of the show, the way Polly developed her, makes her to me the most successfully realized character in any show on which I’ve ever been involved. I could watch Atia all day.



The ‘incredible triumph scene’ is the effective climax of Rome. Atia puts in her last-minute appearance and takes her seat in the ‘royal box’ beside her son, Octavian. He looks glacially down at a scene – a world – over which he now exerts absolute control, the emperor-in-waiting on his throne. She, at his side, considers the cost of putting him there. Among the booty on the painted floats, the stolen swag from freshly conquered Egypt, bobs a crude effigy. It’s of Mark Antony, recently slain at his own hand. He was the last Roman to have stood in the way of Octavian’s tyranny and, in Rome’s telling, the one true love of Atia’s life. Walker explains:


The doll of Antony went by. The director was telling me to push the emotion inward, not to show it, simply feel it. And that only made it more overwhelming. It was so hard, I just wanted to sob. Because it was the end, and it had been an arduous shoot, traumatic at times. And when that moment came, I sort of merged with Atia, the feelings were so real. I recall I felt filled with hatred and the deepest sadness, at the costs, the effort, at what she had had to do. It was intense. [See Figure 11.1.]



Twenty years after it was shot, it’s clear how vividly Walker can still recall the scene. The parting from Atia was, by Walker’s own admission, a painful one. Looking back at her she feels nothing but deep affection: ‘The thing with Atia is that she can see it like it is. If she lived now, in the 2020s and could have a little therapy, she’d be able to work it out.’
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Figure 11.1 At her son’s triumph, Atia considers what it has cost her to put him on the throne, in HBO Rome Season 2, Episode 10 (2007). © Home Box Office, Inc.

Servilia
Rome’s Atia bears no relation whatsoever to what we know of her real historical counterpart but there is something – if a very selective something – of the historical Servilia in her HBO incarnation. HBO based Servilia’s character – and indeed entire storyline – on a single remark in Plutarch’s Life of Brutus (5.1), to the effect that Servilia was ‘madly in love’ with Caesar, and that the two conducted a long-lasting affair. As with Polly Walker, however, Lindsay Duncan, the actress who played Servilia, was not acquainted with the history of her character, nor unduly concerned about it: ‘I knew Servilia had really existed, that she was mother to Brutus, and a lover to Caesar. And that was pretty much it. Reading up in that way is not my point of contact with a character.’

What did prove a point of contact was the privilege of filming an ancient Roman drama in and around Rome itself:


Every day I was driven to set, in a modern vehicle, down the Appian Way. And then, on set every day, I was surrounded by Italian craftsmen and women and exposed to that Roman delight in expressiveness, at their being able to tell their own story and it was so alive to them that it made it alive to me. A reminder that a woman like Servilia wasn’t history to herself, she was living in her present, as we all do. That’s how I began my journey with her.



For Duncan, however, that journey was going to prove a fraught one:


HBO hooked me when what they said they were intending to make was The Sopranos in ancient Rome. Something morally complex, with that element of danger, and a certain ‘modernity’. But Servilia’s storyline didn’t in the end, at least for me, provide that. The ‘woman scorned’, destroyed when rejected by Caesar, felt like an old, tired trope. And so I pushed back against it.



Duncan started to question the direction in which her character was being taken, but, in intensifying the feud between Servilia and Atia (a pivotal plotline), the writers elected to double down on scorned Servilia’s victimization. Duncan objected more forcefully. The writers did not change course. It got to the point where the relationship between writers and performer began at times to feel actively antagonistic. Duncan recalls: ‘I’m not naïve. I know scripts are often fought over, and that not everyone’s opinions can be taken into account, but, as they amped Servilia’s brutalization in the story up, I began to wonder if they were punishing the character as a way of punishing me.’

One scene in particular, when Atia’s henchmen haul Servilia from her litter in the street, smearing her with excrement and hacking off her hair, has an element of physical brutality that is almost impossible to watch. Duncan argues:


It’s not that there was no brutality in that world. Of course there was brutality, no doubt of a savage kind to which our modern world is not used. But it was an active choice to give that brutality such a misogynistic streak. My storyline was in the end a sustained attack upon a woman. Do you have to make a spectacle of what was done to Servilia? No, I don’t think you do.



The treatment of Servilia in Rome was controversial at the time. Given that the intervening twenty years have witnessed a revolution in attitudes to women and their representation on screen, it has today become yet more so. Where Atia presented a depiction, admittedly complex, of female empowerment, Servilia presented one of hideous victimization. There was, however, one touchstone that Walker and Duncan, the two actresses in question, did share. For both, the primary – and principal – means of connection with their role had little to do with the history and everything to do with the channelling of immediate and personal emotions. Duncan explains:


I had a rage sometimes at what was being done to Servilia, and I suppose it served me well in the part. There is a scene when Servilia curses Caesar after he’s rejected her. [Figure 11.2] ‘Let his penis wither, let his bones crack, let him see his legions drown in their own blood …’, all that stuff. People told me they shuddered at the venom in it, and that that’s the scene they best remember. And perhaps that’s appropriate. But, please, I don’t want to leave the wrong impression. Being in Rome was a wonderful experience for me, I felt more alive there than I had for years.
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Figure 11.2 Servilia curses Julius Caesar for his betrayal, in HBO Rome Season 1, Episode 5 (2005). © Home Box Office, Inc.

Niobe
I started my interview with Indira Varma, who played the character of Niobe, in the same way I had those with Polly Walker and Lindsay Duncan. With a question. The same question. ‘What would you say you brought to your role by way of knowledge of ancient Rome?’ Her answer, through her laughter, was even more emphatic than theirs had been: ‘Nothing! Not one single thing! Maybe some clichés about gladiators. But I probably made those up.’ Varma, like Walker and Duncan, was keen to emphasize that she doesn’t connect to character by research: ‘First step is imagination, almost meditation. You reach inside, because you want the people you play to be as human as possible.’ But Varma, as an actor, had particularly good reason to be sceptical about the value of ‘the history’. Which was that in a sense, for her, there isn’t any.

The role she played – that of Niobe, wife to returning soldier, Lucius Vorenus – was, as Executive Producer Anne Thomopoulos described it, that of everywoman. Not an aristocratic life, but one lived, as the vast majority of Roman lives were, in the tenement blocks, or insulae, of the sprawling city. And of those lives, other than very limited epigraphic evidence, there is no trace in the historical record. ‘Niobe’s world was intimidatingly alien’, Varma says. ‘So, I looked for things in my own life that might make it more relatable. I’m of part Indian descent and that helped. In imagining the hierarchy in those tenements, the sense of lives lived in the open, public and private all blurred.’

Thomopoulos observes that, ‘the truest indication we’d made good on our promise to expand the world of I, Claudius was to invest in Niobe’s world, to make it integral. And I believe we really succeeded in that. Doesn’t Niobe’s story, after all, provide the twist on which the whole plot turns?’ It does. When Rome begins, Niobe believes her husband, soldier Lucius Vorenus, with whom she has two daughters, to have died in Gaul. She’s begun a new relationship and has a baby (Figure 11.3). When Vorenus unexpectedly returns she’s forced to pass the baby off as that of her teenaged daughter. This secret, impossible to keep, explodes at the worst possible moment. Vorenus, now personal bodyguard to Caesar, is told of it just as Caesar is headed to the Senate where conspirators await. In torment, Vorenus peels off from Caesar’s side to confront Niobe, leaving Caesar to face his assassins alone. ‘I mean, Niobe was only changing the course of history!’, Varma says laughing. ‘And the strangest thing? I didn’t know! When I auditioned, I was very green, it was my first big TV job, and they showed me just a couple of scenes. So I’d no idea of the scope of the part and where it was headed. As the shoot continued, I began to wonder. I was way down at no. 9 on the call sheet and yet apparently somehow central to the plot. It was odd. I remember it made me feel disempowered, or rather seeming to have power, but not really. It sowed a form of doubt in me. So I put that doubt into my performance.’

Exactly as Walker and Duncan had, Varma found the most powerful drivers in her pursuit of character were contemporary and personal, ‘an extension’, as Varma puts it, ‘of the state in which I found myself’. Varma’s Niobe, in her ‘doubt’, sits somewhere between Servilia’s helplessness and Atia’s cunning agency, at a point where she seems to personify Rome’s equivocal, ambiguous, slightly hesitant take on the place of women in its world.
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Figure 11.3 Niobe breastfeeds her baby, as her husband is about to return from war, in HBO Rome Season 1, Episode 2 (2005). © Home Box Office, Inc.

Regarding which take, for all its ambiguity, Executive Producer Anne Thomopoulos, ultimately opts to take a side: ‘It’s like I said. There’s more than one way to have agency. The most important thing to me about Rome? If you look, who really moves the plot? Who propels the narrative? Atia, Servilia, Niobe, Octavia. They’re all women.’ ‘I don’t think’, Thomopolous adds, ‘that choice was directly feminist, or at least not consciously feminist, but it reflected my perspective. The big question that engrossed me was how, had I been born 2,000 years ago, would it have been for me? And, for me, of course, meant, as a woman.’

Conclusion
I am going to end where I began, with that first question I was asked. I did, after all, rather grandiosely claim that it was emblematic of the way women were depicted in Rome. But how exactly? For me, the scene in question is a perfect summary. When Atia steps, fully nude, from her bath, it is to upbraid her son for lurking – and watching. Yet it isn’t only him that she confronts for his voyeurism. It’s also the camera – and us. In that moment, Atia feels somehow combative, exposed and exploited all at once. Which, to my mind, encapsulates the contradictory ways that women are portrayed in Rome. It is a show in which such spectacles of flesh uneasily co-exist besides, on the one hand, familiar tropes of victimhood and subordination and, on the other, exhilarating, complex enactments of female agency in the face of impossible odds.

I’m often asked, in talking about Rome, what ‘they’ really intended. What historical conclusion, for example, did ‘they’ wish us to draw regarding Roman women? Empowered or disempowered? To which – and I suppose this is the moral of my ‘Practitioner’s Tale’ – my answer would be, there was no ‘they’. There very rarely is. What you get, in historical drama, tends not to be a ‘they’, passing co-ordinated and considered historical judgements, but rather a huge team that comes together to collaborate, more or less efficiently, to create something. In that team, despite appearances, no single person is in charge, and no two people see things exactly alike.

Combine with this the fact that most decisions driving historical drama have very little to do with history, at least as it’s understood by historians – a discipline rigorously based in verifiable evidence. Many writers of historical drama, for instance, wouldn’t recognize a primary source if it slapped them. And the historical consultant, given little creative input on script, is often scrambling to keep up, pinning on what he or she hopes is relevant textural detail, which can feel like trying to saddle a galloping horse. Furthermore, as Walker, Duncan and Varma make abundantly clear, actors rarely aspire to a detailed grasp of ‘the history’. Indeed, more often than not, they perceive it as an impediment, preferring to draw instead for their inspiration on the contemporary, in the form of their surroundings or their emotions. All of which means that there are many different forces at work, and not all pulling in the same direction. Which is why historical drama rarely, if ever, constitutes a coherent, monolithic perspective on the past. The hotchpotch expediency of production militates against it.

But if, for all these reasons, the connection of a historical drama with ‘historical truth’ is in reality very tenuous, the paradox is that the sheer power of the moving image – the vivacity, glamour and exoticism that contemporary performance brings to historical roles – makes it seem anything but. Drama, particularly well made, has us feel we are looking down a magic tunnel, with the past right there before us. Looking at a real moment, long ago, on a real day. Of course, though there were real days, in real villas and real insulae, and real people who lived them as the Roman Republic died, ultimately they and their days are forever unrecoverable. And what we are left with are receptions. Rome, which was shaped profoundly by the reception I, Claudius, was itself another reception, and has, in Sky’s Domina, for example, inspired other receptions in its turn. There will be more. Such is the way with Rome.

And as for the actual answer to the question that Luca, from ‘Hair and Make-Up’, had asked me? I did, after much searching, come up with something. One reference in Ovid’s Ars Amatoria (3.193–4), enjoined the poet’s – admittedly imaginary – female audience to ‘let no rude goat find his way beneath your arms, and may your legs not be rough with bristling hairs’. On which authority, I called Luca back and said, with all the gravitas I could muster, ‘Landing strip.’ It appears the fruits of my research were never relayed. When I told the story to Polly Walker, she simply laughed and said, ‘No one ever said a thing. Believe me, if they’d told me what to do with my pubic hair, I’d have told them where to go.’ And quite right too.






CHAPTER 12

MOTHERS, MURDERERS AND MISTRESSES: EMPRESSES OF ANCIENT ROME (2013):
A FEMINIST TURN?

Fiona Hobden

Amidst the many programmes on ancient Rome that populate television history schedules and the ‘documentary’ menus of streaming platforms, when it launched on BBC 4 in May 2013 the three-part series Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome stood out.1 Presented by Catharine Edwards, Professor of Classics and Ancient History at the University of London’s Birkbeck College, and focusing on female members of Rome’s imperial family, it appeared to offer a history by women, about women and, to judge by companion advertising of the new suffragette comedy Up the Women (2013–15),2 for women. In the alliterative and assonant title, the series’s female subjects may still have been billed by their relationship to the men ruling Rome, and with a degree of titillation (death! sex!), but they were also elevated from the narrative sidelines to a central position as persons of interest and power. This centrality is marked in the promotional promise to explore ‘the role played by extraordinary women in creating, ruling and transforming the Roman Empire, whose influence was felt everywhere from the power struggles of court to the distant provinces’.3 The exceptionalism, agency and authority typically awarded to Great Men is transferred fully onto the women whose actions and accomplishments form the basis of this retelling of Roman history.

Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses thus meets the challenge that has occupied academic historians since the 1970s to insert women into narratives about antiquity.4 It seeks to tell ‘herstory’ in a conscious and sustained way (to adopt the punning wordplay used to highlight the default slanting of history towards men that it simultaneously seeks to overcome).5 In a socio-political context in which continuing steps towards equality for women are increasingly undermined by both post-feminist claims that this work is done and anti-feminist attempts to restore male dominance in personal relations and the public realm,6 the insertion of women into the narrative terrain of television documentaries about ancient Rome is significant. With the lives, experiences and relationships of women at its core,7 effectively acknowledging their presence and potential in the history of Rome, the series might even be said to embody a ‘feminist turn’.

This matters because historical documentaries on television, like narratives of all kinds, play a crucial role in fostering understandings of the world amongst their audiences. To adopt the formulation of psychologist Jerome Bruner, narratives are a ‘cultural toolkit’ by which reality is not merely referenced but constituted.8 When a story presents itself as ‘factual’, moreover, as documentaries inherently do, it makes a claim on reality.9 Sutured into a coherent and staged forward-moving flow, the images and sounds garnered from archival material and live filming, alongside computer-generated graphics, resonate poetically and persuasively with the ‘real world’ the documentary represents.10 In historical programmes, this rhetorical proposition is compounded by the ‘common sense’ assumption that history gives access to real actors and real events of the past.11 Producers of historical documentaries thus aim at conveying some sort of truth, while a viewer pressing ‘play’ might expect not just to be entertained for a short while, but to learn something about people, places and events before their time and beyond their immediate ken. What that viewer sees and hears may then inform their understanding of human action and motivation, in relation to their wider knowledge and personal experience. Ideas presented in historical programming thus intersect with and become implicated in extant ideologies.12 These include ideas about gender. Hence, as Mumford observes for television more widely, ‘there is some relationship between the representations of gender … and the way that gender operates in viewers’ lives’.13 In short, through its portrayal of ancient Roman women, Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses has the potential to shape and inform understandings of women in ways that are impactful in contemporary society. To appreciate what sort of contribution Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses makes to ‘herstory’ therefore requires consideration of what ideas about women it communicates, when words, images and sounds combine. As this chapter shows, there are ambiguities and tensions in the depiction of women who act with autonomy, agency and authority. These complicate the series’s feminist credentials. Limitations can be observed alongside opportunities when it comes to retelling stories about the empresses of Rome, provoking questions about how historical documentaries about ancient Rome might empower and advocate for women today.

Contours and contents
The account of Roman imperial women that Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses presents is highly structured, comprising three hour-long episodes that each develop lines of investigation into individual women billed in their opening sequences as ‘exceptional’ or ‘remarkable’. The result is a multi-focused and streamed set of stories in which a diverse cast of women act and occasionally interact in the domestic and political spheres: Livia, Julia and Agrippina (Episode 1); Messalina and the younger Agrippina (Episode 2); and Caenis, Berenice and Plotina, the Julias Domna, Maesa, Soaemias and Mamaea, and Helena (Episode 3). The first and second sets provide a continuous narrative, following the trajectory of succession down the line of the Julio-Claudian emperors (27 BCE to 68 CE), thus effectively hooking women of that first imperial family into a traditional story of power transitions between their husbands, brothers, uncles and sons. The third, by contrast, skips across historical moments, clustering women by their successes and failures as lovers and mothers, in political and, finally, religious terms. These intense snapshots broaden the purview, giving priority to one former slave and particularly to foreign women, or ‘outsiders’, as new men seize power from the mid-first to fourth centuries CE. Meeting the prefatory premise that being ‘up close and personal’ with emperors as ‘wives, sisters, mothers, lovers’ offered opportunities for women to ‘wield real power’ (Episode 1), across all three episodes the series then exemplifies the character, quality and extent of that power, weighing up each woman’s ability to garner influence and effect change, singly and in tandem with other women.

In setting and carrying forward this agenda, the presenter Catharine Edwards plays an authoritative role. Matching the dominance of her voice and appearance throughout the series, each episode commences with an assertion on the partiality and inadequacy of male-centred depictions of the Roman Empire. Switching between voiceover against a varied visual flow of sculpture and architecture and direct-to-camera address on location at Rome’s archaeological sites or in museums, Edwards takes control of the new version of history about to unfold. ‘I’m going to give you a different insight …, I’ll travel across the empire … finding intriguing evidence … I’ll explore a fascinating story …’, she promises in Episode 1, referencing also her own lifelong study. In combination with her physical appearance, dressed in a dark suit jacket, wearing jewellery and make-up, her grey hair neatly coiffured, the trope of the presenter as traveller in search of wisdom and the assertion of professional experience affirm Edwards’s authority.14 Moving into the 2010s, female presenters were beginning to become more common in British television history programmes.15 However, the preceding dominance of male historians on screen makes this a striking appropriation of not just the historical topic, but the audio-visual terrain. It is not only the series’s core proposition that is gendered – a skew away from male-oriented accounts of the Roman Empire – but its credentials, voiced and embodied by its female presenter.

Viewed holistically, Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses establishes itself as a female quest to understand female power and to rectify past omissions. However, Edwards’s performance comprises only one element in the rich audio-visual economy by which stories are told and assertions are made about the series’s imperial women. Repeated compositional elements provide methodological coherence and aesthetic consistency across the series. Their specific deployment and interplay generate an audio-visual, narrative chain that is unique to each episode, creating a coherent line of thinking that comprises the argument of the individual programmes. For this reason, the remainder of this section will focus on a single programme, Episode 2, devoted to Messalina and Agrippina. This may risk over-prioritizing two individuals out of thirteen, particularly as they are two of the more famous empresses with their own distinctive biographical traditions.16 Nonetheless, analysis of their treatment provides stimulus to consider the wider depiction of imperial women, and sufficient grounds for assessing the series’s putative ‘feminist turn’.

Artefacts and allegations
The introduction to Messalina and Agrippina in the episode’s opening sequence illustrates neatly ways in which elements in the programme’s audio-visual regime interact productively to generate particular ideas about them. Framed by Edwards’s direct address on site above the Roman Forum, a short visual sequence involving two busts and some archaeological remains flows alongside the continuing voiceover narration, which is supplemented by an evocative sound scheme. The busts, by inference, depict the women being described. Their appearance responds to a challenge common to historical documentaries that distinguishes them from programmes focused on the present: namely the absence of its primary subjects.17 None of the women examined by Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses are alive to be interviewed about their experiences. Nor, unlike treatments of more recent periods of history, can the series draw upon ‘live’ archival material of photographs, sound recordings or film to reconstitute them by proxy. Instead, here, visual traces of the women are found in Rome’s material remains. These then become aesthetic markers and authenticating devices,18 bringing viewers ‘face-to-face’ with Messalina and Agrippina in turn and creating intimacy.19 But they also contribute to the narrative.

As Edwards describes ‘the most notorious woman of ancient Rome whose reputation for sexual athleticism has endured down the centuries’, a marble bust appears on screen. Tracking in from the right, facing forward, with its right side in shade, the bust quickly disappears into darkness, before reappearing at a three-quarters angle towards centre-left: more slowly, a shadow crosses the face, casting its left side in darkness (Figure 12.1). The verbal characterization of Messalina as sexually active is reinforced by her literal casting into shadow: a technique expressing moral criticism. Effectively, the ancient sculpture participates in ‘face work’, acting as an ‘outer physical identifier of the person and … the point of body at which the inner character is most accessible’.20 A similar eclipse accompanies the fourth and final shot of a bronze bust of Agrippina, brought into full focus after a progression of increasing close-ups. This sequence coincides with the reporting of her murder at the hands of her son, and her depiction as a woman ‘who stopped at nothing to achieve supreme power’. This time, then, the fade into darkness connotes the fate of Agrippina, moving from life to death. In each case, the lighting effect has a metaphorical resonance in combination with the spoken narration. Immediately prior to this sequence, Edwards had qualified the episode’s subjects for viewers as ‘women (who) wanted more’. While the voiceover expands upon their desires for sex or power, respectively, the visual schema adds connotations of impropriety and doom. Tabloid-style claims about the women’s ‘vicious rivalry’ and ‘fatal clash of ambition’, against shots of ruined architecture, then bolster the suggestion of dangerous behaviour. When Edwards reappears to promise entrance into the ‘intrigue-ridden, sexually charged and bloody arena’, succinctly activating sensationalist tropes about ancient Rome allied to notions of decadence and deviance familiar particularly to epic film and television,21 the implications are confirmed.
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Figure 12.1 Bust of Messalina in shadow. Mothers, Murderesses and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome, Episode 2. Hotsauce TV Ltd (2013).

Once displayed, the busts continue to act as shorthand for each woman and carry their respective connotations into further scenes. For Messalina, this coincides with her full narrative entrance as the wife of Claudius and a ‘powerful new enemy’ to his niece Agrippina, followed shortly afterwards by reports of her sexual escapades. As in Episode 1, where accusations of Livia’s conspiracies against rival family members are identified as part of a malicious Roman storytelling tradition, alternative positive representations of Messalina are acknowledged and, indeed, evidenced on screen by a statue of a clothed and veiled mother with child. However, it is the more lurid, negative tradition that is granted almost all the attention. This is particularly compounded by the combination of word and image. Throughout Edwards’s summary of the crimes and misdemeanours attributed to Messalina by ancient writers, a sculpted relief of a dancing woman, or maenad, with exposed breasts is visible behind the presenter,22 as if in illustration of Messalina’s alleged infamy and whorishness. Then, when Messalina’s reported competition with a prostitute is subsequently retold, the shadowed bust of the empress is fully onscreen again, with the face brought near to extreme close-up in a marker of villainy. In both instances, the ancient material reinforces the spoken account, while in the latter a dissonant reedy musical refrain also darkens the scene. Despite the stated provisos, the entire segment endorses what is introduced as the very story that ‘cemented Messalina’s reputation for depravity’.

Later, in voiceover, the presenter more directly expresses ambivalence over the veracity of such stories. However, she does so in tandem with zoom-ins on film posters from the European adult sex comedies My Nights with Messalina (originally Bacanales Romanas, 1982, Spain, dir. J. Puig) and Messaline Impératrice et Putain (‘Messalina, Empress and Whore’, originally Messalina, Messalina, 1977, Italy, dir. B. Corbucci). Taking advantage of the posters’ sexploitation aesthetic,23 the scantily clad bodies and fulsome breasts of their titular character appear in sustained and increasing close-up for a full 25 seconds. The reputation that is verbally disputed is visually reinforced. The end product is a titillating package that in its final reflections conflates claims that in truth Messalina was ‘extraordinary and calculating’ with her sexualized image. The sexually active, alluring and manipulative woman, especially one who manipulates men, is a mainstay of misogynistic storytelling.24 The female presenter’s admiring tone may imply a more positive evaluation. Nonetheless, the hostile implications of the longer-running story in its ancient and modern incarnations remain centre screen.

Complexity through conversation
There is a latent ambivalence, then, in the celebration of attempts by the women under investigation to get what they want and the repetition of tropes that frame their desires negatively. This ambivalence is mitigated to some degree by the presenter’s critical voice, which extends from warnings over the reliability of the ancient sources to an interrogation of its female subjects’ motivations, aided by expert witness interviews. As is common to historical documentaries, the interviewees in Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses are subject specialists, whose credentials as university academics, museum professionals or novelists and their appearance in evocative places authorize and authenticate the knowledge they bring into their conversations with the presenter. In Episode 2, the interviewees are Professor Maria Wyke from University College London, sitting in a white wood-panelled room lined with books, and Dr Miriam Griffin of Somerville College, Oxford University, seated amidst marble columns and statues in a museum setting. Hence, the knowledge shared ‘live’ onscreen throughout the episode is entirely generated by women. Even in other episodes, where there is a mix of interviewees by gender,25 Edwards’s role as presenter and interlocutor maintains this female dominance of the knowledge economy.

To take the chain of four conversations between Edwards and Wyke, in each exchange an initial question from the presenter prompts an answer from the interviewee that builds a bigger picture and context for interpretation. Coming immediately after those film posters, the second exchange adds a further layer to the depiction of a sexualized Messalina, with Wyke colourfully summarizing Pliny’s moralizing account of her brothel-based adventures.26 The first and third, by contrast, are interrogative: drilling into the motivations of the conspirators joining Agrippina and her sister Livilla in league against Caligula, and of Claudius in marrying Messalina. In both instances, Wyke explains, it is the women’s connection to the imperial household and their potential to provide an heir that makes them attractive to men in their attempts to secure their own succession.27 Although the focus is then on male agency, Wyke’s contributions articulate the reproductive basis for the power of these women. This then becomes the underpinning explanation for Messalina’s actions: assessing her future prospects, producing a child and embarking on the elimination of potential threats to her weak husband, as the presenter, back in the forum and then in voiceover, goes on to explain. This empress of Rome thinks and understands (‘Messalina recognized this’) and acts effectively (‘she’d stabilized both present and future by producing a son’) to protect the status quo she has co-created (she ‘believed she needed to act ruthlessly to secure not just Claudius’ position but her own too’). Significantly, then, the calculation noted in conjunction with her sexualized image has purpose. This is the closing point of the fourth and final exchange between Edwards and Wyke, during which the latter expands upon the former’s proposition that sex can be a route to political power. Together, the women make the answer to Edwards’s opening question about whether Messalina was a nymphomaniac into a definitive no.

The directed multi-vocality of Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses adds texture to a narrative that thus repeats but also contests inherited misogynist paradigms. Its women exist in three dimensions, demonstrating agency and autonomy in an environment that denied them formal authority (as Wyke remarks).28 The empresses of Rome are savvy operators in their own right. There is even some enjoyment expressed in this. Later in Episode 2, Edwards and Griffin discuss Agrippina’s marriage to Claudius and reiterate her defining characteristic as a woman with an ‘agenda’ who ‘knew exactly what she wanted’. Each has a sparkle in her eyes, a smile on her face and laughter in her voice as they contemplate the means by which Agrippina’s ambitions to elevate her son Nero to power would ultimately be realized: the elimination of her husband.29 The tone is more sedate when the two reconvene to assess Agrippina’s likely culpability in the death of Claudius in terms of the possible benefits for Nero, but amusement re-emerges in their closing agreement that ‘mushrooms are tricky things’. In a subtle way, Edwards and Griffin celebrate the ‘monstrous-feminine’, as Agrippina overcomes the confines imposed upon her by male imperial power.30 Admiration for Agrippina’s manoeuvring and success also pervades Griffin’s evaluation of her as ‘a very intelligent, very clever woman …. Thinking how much better I could do it’, versus her dismissal of Nero as ‘not very bright’. While Nero has been much maligned for his megalomaniacal excesses in a long-standing, negative biographical tradition, and a childish petulance and insinuations of susceptibility underpin his popular depiction by, for example, Peter Ustinov in the 1951 Hollywood epic Quo Vadis (dir. M. LeRoy),31 this bald statement of stupidity is unusually forthright. When Edwards and Griffin chuckle over Agrippina’s uncompromising character, two intelligent women enjoy the perceived efforts of an intelligent woman in the past to control her dim-witted son, even if ultimately this is to her own detriment, when she is outmanoeuvred by resentful male advisors and killed on her son’s instruction, under their influence.

Domination through dramatization
Through such displays of female authority, and of camaraderie and solidarity between women, Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses counteracts the male dominance of the historical record, even if the treatments of ancient male authors continue to be reported, and are even given prominence through short dramatized scenes. In Episode 2, these feature the balding Suetonius and grey-haired Tacitus’s, played by the English actors Trevor Cooper and Jeremy Clyde. Both are dressed in recognizable white tunics with red senatorial stripes and sit at a wooden table with a scroll in or close to hand and tokenistic Roman grapes or a glass of wine nearby. Speaking aloud excerpts from ‘their’ written accounts (a premise reinforced by the background scrolling of faded Greek and Latin text), each provides oral testimony to alleged events. Talking directly to camera, the characters effectively substitute for documentary’s living ‘talking heads’, where expressive facial features and eye contact can also generate intimacy,32 and, hence, foster trust. Throughout, the ‘historians’ operate in service to Edwards’s narrative. This dramatizing element deepens and expands the narrative by bringing the detail, texture and dramatic colouring of the source material into spoken discourse.33 Tacitus’ description of Messalina’s death is one such example. Speaking softly and with a steady gaze, the historian awards Messalina insight (she ‘understood her fate’), conveys her state of emotion when fear begets cowardice (‘tremulously’ preparing to stab herself ‘in vain’ with a raised dagger), and describes her brutal end in a vivid way (‘the officer’s blow drove [the dagger] home. The body was left with her mother’). In this way, action unfolds in the mind’s eye of the viewer rather than on the television screen, as the shadowed bust of Messalina in close-up fades into view on the left-hand side. Lighting again comes into play here. The darkness of the room, lit only by a guttering candle, and the shadow falling across Tacitus’ face, intensifies his delivery and allusively mirrors the ‘darkness’ of the horrifying events relayed with graphic fascination: the murder of a woman at the hands of a man, the violent penetration of her body made into a spectacle of death (Figure 12.2).

Such dramatized scenes might also exemplify a claim by the presenter about what a writer says or thinks. For example, regarding the murder-by-mushrooms discussed above, Edwards’s assertion that ‘our sources agree’ on Agrippina’s culpability, and her brief synopsis of Tacitus’ account, is then verified by the allegation of the dramatized Tacitus’s that ‘Agrippina employed a complicit doctor she had standing by’ to murder Claudius. In terms of academic history, this is good practice, making explicit the argument’s evidential base, and also, rhetorically, authorizing the account.34 In terms of gender dynamics, the male account dominates. Although initially incorporated to support Edwards’s argument, the onscreen embodiment of here, Tacitus’s and, elsewhere, Suetonius testify to female reliance upon male historians. At the same time, though, their specific accounts can be disputed. In this instance, the follow-on conversation between Edwards and Griffin, discussed above, admits at least some uncertainty about the version of events agreed by the sources. In addition, when the journalist Bim Adewunmi joked in her Guardian review that she ‘could’ve done without the hokey exposition from old blokes in tunics’ in an otherwise ‘enjoyable’ first episode,35 we are reminded that viewers can form their own sometimes disruptive position on what they see, rejecting television’s ideological premises, as well as its creative gambits.36 Using humour, Adewunmi effectively dismisses the authority of these serious male historians. Still, such miniature reconstructions repeat and therefore reinforce the Roman historians’ constructions, be that their objectification of female victims of male violence or their key messaging about the malign influence of women who expressed power under the Julio-Claudian emperors.37
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Figure 12.2 Tacitus’s narrates the death of Messalina. Mothers, Murderesses and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome, Episode 2. Hotsauce TV Ltd (2013).

Repeatedly, then, Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses incorporates the prisms and prejudices of the ancient writers into its depiction of the empresses of Rome. This is not simply a matter of a default reliance upon ancient narratives that are already selective and loaded for understanding what happened, and who did what to whom, but of fresh selection and loading, enlivened by dramatization. While the male voice is always appropriated to a female agenda – or, more accurately, a narrative agenda embodied by a female presenter – it retains authority. This is further evident in the programme’s run to close, which draws out key conclusions, focusing on Agrippina. Initially, earlier points of analysis regarding Agrippina’s immediate political environment (‘family connections’) and her personal qualities (‘ambition’, ‘politically adept, shrewd and ruthless’) are reprised to indicate the bases and limits of her power – the latter residing in its necessary execution ‘through a man’. Edwards then returns to Tacitus’s to compound her own judgement that Agrippina’s ‘ultimate tragedy’ lay in the ineptitude of her son. It was her ‘greatest political achievement and ultimate failure’ that ‘ “She could give her son the empire”, he [Tacitus’s] writes. “But she could not bear him as emperor.” ’38 This summation may appear somewhat at odds with the complexity and sophistication of the reported manoeuvrings of Agrippina, which over the course of the episode include public interventions, alliance-building, decision-making and contributions to government in tandem with her husband and behind the scenes. In political terms, it is her misjudgement of the level of resistance from those who positioned themselves around Nero that proved Agrippina’s undoing (as Griffin earlier noted in interview), just as Messalina’s overestimation of her position within the system caused hers (as Edwards explained). But the given conclusion befits the series’s prioritization of the mother–son relationship, captured shortly before in the highly dramatic and undoubtedly fictional story of Agrippina’s death recounted by talking-head Tacitus’s, in which she encourages the soldier who has come to murder her on her son’s command to strike at her womb.39 That relationship is also encapsulated in the first word of the series’s title: Mothers. In the final evaluation, Agrippina’s failure is an emotionalized, family-oriented one.

Conclusion
The depiction of Messalina and Agrippina in Episode 2 of Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome, analysed above, points towards the challenge in assessing the series’s feminist credentials. On the one hand, the two women are portrayed as autonomous agents with discernible motivations and impacts, and they are treated with empathy and understanding. The same depth underpins the presentation of the covert manoeuvring of Livia traced in Episode 1 and the more open contributions to economic, intellectual and religious ventures of Caenis (managing contracts), Julia Domna (engaging with philosophers) and Helena (trailblazing Christianity), as well as the more heinous intrafamilial female conflict between the mothers Julia Mamaea and Soaemias on behalf of their sons, sketched in Episode 3. The accumulation of mini-biographies over three episodes, interconnected through personal and thematic relationships, highlights a diversity of attitudes, emotions and experiences for imperial Roman women in changing political contexts – ‘their ambitions, fears, passions, triumphs and tragedies’, as Edwards puts it in the final evaluation (Episode 3). Furthermore, in each case, the programme’s assessment of the women’s pursuit of power illustrates the opportunities afforded them by the imperial system as well as the constraints imposed upon them. At the same time, whether women tell the story or add interpretation and explanation, the series is dominated by displays of knowledge that attest to women’s intellectual capacities. In this second layer of female representation, women also act with autonomy and agency and possess authority.

On the other hand, the series also replicates and amplifies male-authored ancient stories about Roman women that contain elements of misogyny, resulting in more negative impressions of female autonomy. The re-evaluation of Messalina as calculating does not mitigate her inferred qualities as a femme fatale, and however clever Agrippina is, she is not quite clever enough. Sexually active women meet unhappy ends: not only Messalina but also the exiled Julia, the daughter of Augustus accused by ancient authors of ‘debaucheries’, ‘vice’ and ‘licentiousness’ but who, Edwards argues, just wanted to have fun (Episode 1). The same is true for women who engage in political power play: not only the younger Agrippina, but her older namesake (the daughter of Julia), whose dogged opposition to Tiberius led also to her exile and suicide (Episode 1). Acting independently is also deleterious. Indeed, both Agrippinas are described as ‘tragic’ or are said to experience ‘tragedy’. So too Berenice, the Jewish queen who is sent away by her long-term lover Titus when he becomes emperor, and Julia Domna, one of whose sons is killed by the other (Episode 3). Simply being at the heart of power brings loss. The description of these women and their fates as ‘tragic’ is one way for television to inject emotion into their stories. However, the dominant personal trajectory towards tragedy ensures that success is ultimately replaced by failure. Viewers might ask: might they not all have been happier conforming to expectations and staying at home?

The limitations, dangers and suffering that attend upon women who assert autonomy within ancient Rome’s patriarchal system undercuts whatever positive role-modelling the series’s ‘exceptional’ women might afford to female viewers. Notably, in this regard, the most successful of these women are: Livia, who plays the system but does not challenge the status quo; Caenis, the one-time slave who accrues influence in partnership with her long-term lover Vespasian; and Helena, an imperial mother who puts herself outside the system by joining a new religion. All three push at the boundaries and, when she is sanctified, Helena acquires the most persistent authority, exceeding her son. None of them, however, attempt to usurp or overturn male authority. Indeed, arguably, by investing their interests in the ascent of their sons, Messalina, the two Agrippinas and the warring Julias even uphold it.

In its presentation of such competing ideas about women, Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses exhibits what might be called a ‘progressive’ identification, celebration and critique of the bounds of female agency and autonomy for its empresses of Rome, and the deployment of techniques and tropes that reinforce ‘retrogressive’ evaluations of such behaviours. The messaging about women thus crosses feminist and anti-feminist lines. It is tempting to speculate around the potential impact of the make-up of the series’s production team, which the closing credits reveal to have been populated by men in filming, recording, editing, production and director roles.40 In a media landscape dominated by men, and in a television format that anticipates male interest in its standard concern with Great Men and the (allegedly male) arenas of politics and war, a lack of reflection on the gendered implications of default choices in audio-visual storytelling would be unsurprising. More concretely, at the root of this tension sit the ancient written sources. Even when subject to fresh, female-led analysis, the male-authored stories about Roman imperial women inherited from antiquity continue to underpin the narrative. The presenter and her expert witnesses might critically assess their contents, but, whether synopsized or retold in full, their creative juxtaposition with evocative artefacts and dramatic deliveries compounds their connotations. Given this dependency, the question arises whether it is ever possible to tell a different story about Rome’s imperial women, one not pervaded by misogyny, especially in a format that aims to be visually and emotionally, as well as intellectually, engaging. There are plenty of sculptures, coins and inscriptions associated with imperial women that seem to tell a different story, and, indeed, Mothers, Murderesses and Mistresses utilizes some of these to bolster discussion of imperial family power dynamics, showing, for example, a sculpture featuring Agrippina literally crowning Nero (in Episode 2). However, this would require a fundamentally different direction of investigation, without the texts as backbone for a biographical approach.41

A concomitant response to this conundrum might be to eschew Great Women and devote attention instead to the experiences of ordinary Roman women. Meet the Romans with Mary Beard (2012) and Roman Voices (2013), presented by Bettany Hughes, already take steps in this direction. They primarily utilize sources beyond historiography, such as formal and informal inscriptions, letters on papyri, archaeological artefacts and remains from sites and museums, to offer insights into women’s lives from across the socio-economic spectrum as part of a broader attempt to understand Roman society.42 In terms of gender weighting within these programmes, women are still subordinate (in Meet the Romans, they really only come to the fore in Episode 3 ‘Behind Closed Doors’), but the individuality and experience of various women are recognized. While the presenters still carry the weight of the narrative delivery, the objects from which information is teased become the visual focus (such as the sculptures that show female hairstyles in Roman Britain, discussed by Hughes in the Vindolanda museum), or revelations are made in archaeological spaces occupied by women (as when Beard hunkers down in a small apartment, where a woman might have given birth, in Meet the Romans, Episode 2 ‘Street Life’), and emotional hooks are found in close personal relationships. Such a shift away from ‘exceptional’ women would not only provide an escape from ancient male voices – their narratives and judgements – but also an opportunity to depict women productively engaged in their communities, especially when looking beyond the city of Rome (as Roman Voices does, being set in Roman Britain).43 Moving into wider socio-economic terrain could reveal women’s different positions and statuses (slave, freed, free) within families, associations (social, economic) and communities (civic, religious) and foreground the kinds of autonomy and agency they could exert in roles and spheres beyond the closed confines of the imperial family.44

Given, especially, the potential for such stories to cross wealth and status boundaries, and to address issues such as slavery and race, such stories of women’s everyday activities and accomplishments might inspire female viewers more than the ‘exceptional’ imperial women in their uniquely privileged and unattainable positions. In particular, this sort of intersectional perspective might appeal more directly to younger feminists, who as well as telling their own stories are interested in learning about others.45 The location of their activism on social media, where users command words and make images and videos for themselves, might appear to be a challenge to the top-down, authored story-telling that Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses typifies, and consideration might need to be given to the sort of presenters who viewers of diverse genders and backgrounds might connect with other than older, white, middle-class women. Nonetheless, within a blended media economy, there remains the potential for ‘real life’ stories of women in ancient Rome, told in audio-visual form, to articulate gendered, socio-economic experiences, including the sorts of inequalities and injustices whose elimination lies at the heart of feminist discourses and activism today.
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CHAPTER 13

BETWEEN MYTH, HISTORY AND POPULAR CULTURE:
THE CHARACTER OF ILIA IN THE TV SERIES ROMULUS (2020–2)

Konrad Dominas

It may seem at first that the Italian television series Romulus (2020–2), produced by Sky Italia (Sky), Cattleya and Groenlandia, and directed by Michele Alhaique, Enrico Maria Artale, Matteo Rovere and Francesca Mazzoleni, is another story about the founder of Rome, drawing on the canonical versions to be found in classical mythology and literature, that – like Virgil’s Aeneid – heralds the future glory of the Eternal City. However, in the screenplay for the series written by Filippo Gravino, Guido Iuculano and Matteo Rovere not a single mention of Romulus and his brother Remus can be found.1 The most popular and well-known ancient versions of the story of the twins familiar to Italian audiences were used only to build a historical framework for the series. The deliberateness of the omission is confirmed by executive producer Marco Chimenz (known for such series as the Neapolitan crime drama Gomorra, 2014–21):


We are not actually narrating the legend of the she-wolf that saves the twins. We do have a she-wolf but she’s a guerrilla leader, a woman who leads a group of outcasts to fight against the established power. She already has an idea of Rome, which is an idealized place that can free men and women from fear of nature, of gods and constant oppression and slavery.2



Comprising two seasons, Romulus is a series that in many ways breaks the established patterns and paths that the creators of popular culture have followed so far.3 It is a brutal tale of power, love, brotherhood (sanctified not only by blood ties), betrayal, hatred and all-out war, bringing pain and destruction.

This chapter is dedicated to Ilia (played by Marianna Fontana), one of the most important female characters of the series, whom we meet as a young priestess of the goddess Vesta. The tragic events caused by the death of her beloved become the prelude to her transformation. From a young woman obedient to religious norms, she becomes an unusually tough character with a clearly defined goal, constantly transgressing the customs accepted by the Latin community. In terms of plot construction, the producers followed a path that was largely directed by relationships and conflicts between Ilia and the male characters of the series. While the story of the main characters, Yemos (Andrea Arcangeli) and Wiros (Francesco Di Napoli),4 is known from the more or less reworked myths about the origins of Roman civilization, Ilia’s story is incomplete in the ancient sources and lies almost always on the margins of the story of Romulus and Remus. Probably for this reason, her televisual story has been written following patterns characteristic of women’s mythopoesis influenced by second-wave feminism (especially feminist literary criticism) and expectations among audiences who want to see more heroines in modern popular culture along the lines of Arya Stark in the Game of Thrones series (2011–19) or Lagertha Lothbrok in the Vikings series (2013–20). Ilia therefore captures the attention of viewers by constantly breaking from and modernizing the patterns characteristic of the female characters to be found in Roman mythology.

Romulus and ritual
The first season (2020) consists of ten episodes. Its most important events take place on the border of two worlds – a confederation of thirty Latin cities led by the king of Alba Longa, on one side and, on the other, the children of the goddess Rumia, who live in the deep forests and caves. As refugees from the Osci country the latter form, as they call themselves, a pack of Wolves. The driving force behind the actions of this archaic community, led by a blind bard, is the promise of founding a new city, the city of their goddess Rumia. The key plotlines of the story follow three parallel developments depicting the fates of Yemos, Wiros and Ilia. In the words of Matteo Rovere (showrunner and a director of the series):


Romulus is a story about feelings, war, brotherhood, courage and fear. It is a great, epic fresco, a highly realistic reconstruction of the events that led to the foundation of Rome. But above all it is an investigation into the origins and the profound meaning of power in the West: a journey into an archaic and frightening world, where everything is sacred and people feel the mysterious and hostile presence of the gods everywhere.5



Two years later, announcing a second season of the series (2022), the teaser trailer ends with the catchwords: ‘Don’t fight to revenge the past, fight to protect the future.’6 This second season, which is eight episodes long, thus continues the main theme of the series related to the birth of Rome and the rivalry between the brothers. This time the main characters, Yemos and Wiros, have to face the Sabine king, Titus Tazio, and the main theme is war. Since, as the lead producer points out, it is ‘a big spectacular epic narrative, albeit with a humanistic core, featuring fierce battles with women warriors, as well as protagonists who are striving for a utopian, inclusive society, and big family passions’.7

Even a brief analysis of the main plotlines of the series indicates that Romulus is inspired (although not contained) by the canonical ancient sources. Their importance is signalled by, for example, the names of the individual characters (Amulius, Numitor, Titus Tazio, among others), the locations of the action (Alba Longa) and the title of the series. From the many versions of the myth of Romulus and Remus, the producers of the series chose those that between them made up a coherent story about the origins of the Roman Empire, such as: Livy’s History of Rome (1.1-5), Dionysius of Halicarnassus’ Roman antiquities (1.72-90) and Plutarch’s Parallel Lives (Romulus). They thus followed the path set out by Claude Lévi-Strauss in Structural Anthropology (1963) for how myths are constructed – ‘there is no single “true” version of which all the others are but copies or distortions. Every version belongs to the myth.’8 However, it is not the foundation myth and its variants that constitute an original televisual contribution of the series but, rather, the ancient rituals which form the reference points for most of its events.

Myth, understood as stories of gods and heroes, is replaced in Romulus by primordial rituals that form the worldview of the community which practises them.9 The mythic story is thus transformed into a historical one; myth is demythologized and replaced in the series by a plausible story told through rituals. This way of understanding myth is part of a wider process that Mircea Eliade wrote about in Patterns in Comparative Religion (1958): ‘A myth may degenerate into an epic legend, a ballad or a romance, or survive only in the attenuated form of “superstitions”, customs, nostalgias, and so on; for all this, it loses neither its essence nor its significance.’10 The demythologization of the mythic space is reinforced by the creators of the show through their meticulous recreation of the community of the Latins in the eighth century BCE, both on a historical and archaeological level. On the production’s website, we read that two cities were constructed for the series, while hundreds of extras, stuntmen and historical consultants were hired.11 In addition, the characters speak in archaic Latin, as in the 2019 film Il primo re (The First King) also concerning the Twins and directed by Matteo Rovere.12 And, finally, the tale of Romulus and Remus is situated within Indo-European mythology, giving it a more universal cultural flavour.13 The scriptwriters introduced Yemos and Wiros as Proto-Roman characters probably in line with the theories of linguists and religious scholars such as Jaan Puhvel that the originary act of the creation of the world, man and society had been transposed into the myth of the founding of Rome.14

However, all the mechanisms described above – demythologization of the mythic space, primacy of ritual over myth, and the turn towards Indo-European mythology – shape the male characters of the series: Yemos, Wiros, Amulius, Numitor, Titus Tazio. Significantly, in the descriptions of the protagonists’ dozens of journeys, we rarely find female characters. Women are reduced to background figures in the map of three main processes – departure (or separation), initiation and return. At the other extreme of the plot for the series, we find Ilia, one of only a few characters who break the patterns described above. She is a heroine who, unlike Wiros and Yemos, writes her own story, guided not so much by prophecies, rituals and social conventions, but by feelings of love and hate – as the situation demands.

Ilia: primary sources
In the corpus of ancient texts, Romulus and Remus appear hundreds of times.15 They are primordial figures whose significance reverberates continuously throughout the history of the Imperium Romanum. It was no coincidence that Octavian took up residence on the Palatine at the spot where, according to tradition, Romulus’ house (the so-called Casa Romuli) was located.16 Compared to Romulus, Ilia is a minor figure in ancient sources. Like Lavinia in Virgil’s Aeneid (who does not even utter a single sentence in the epic poem), she plays an important but secondary role. All ancient sources placed this heroine in the Roman founding myth, which usually consisted of the following stories: a rivalry between Numitor and Amulius (pretenders to ruling over the Latins); the ‘miraculous’ conception of Romulus and Remus; the birth and history of the twins; and the death of Remus and the founding of Rome.17 These relationships were presented briefly by Varro when writing about the first Roman cities in Lazio (De Lingua Latina 5.144): ‘From here came Rhea, mother of Romulus; from her, Romulus; from him Rome.’18 Philological analysis indicates that Ilia first appears in the Roman epic of Ennius (Annales, fragment 31) as a Trojan (literally, Ilia means a Trojan woman) and daughter of Aeneas. Only in later versions of the myth, with the advent of the Alban dynasty and the loss of the original motivation for the name Ilia, does Romulus’ mother also bear the name Silvia, Rhea or Rhea Silvia. As Plutarch writes (Life of Romulus, 3.3): ‘Her name is variously given as Ilia, or Rhea, or Silvia.’19 Almost all further mythical knowledge concerning this figure comes from Book I of the Roman Antiquities of Dionysius of Halicarnassus, which conveys both the canonical version of the founding myth (76–9) and its rationalist variant (84). In Dionysius’ text, therefore, we find the most important parts of the story that appear in almost all sources concerning Ilia-Rhea-Silvia: she is the daughter of Numitor (although in the television series her father is Amulius, Numitor’s opponent); she becomes a Vestal Virgin and commits sacrilege; she becomes the mother of Romulus and Remus.

A matter of debate in almost all ancient texts concerns her conception of the twins. It is written variously that she was raped by a young man in love with her,20 by the god Mars or by Amulius who appeared to her in armour like a god of war to conceal his deed.21 Unlike Dionysius, the Roman historian Livy (who lived at almost the same time) devotes only a few sentences to Rhea Silvia, concluding the story with the heroine’s sacrilege and the following statement (Ab Urbe Condita 1.4.3): ‘the priestess was thrown into prison, the boys were ordered to be thrown into the river’.22 A chronological analysis of the sources shows that the earliest texts probably devoted more space to this heroine, among which we find Cicero’s beautiful description of Ilia’s dream in De divinatione (1.20.40) – a dream in which the heroine learns that she has been seduced by the god Mars. It should be remembered, however, that according to the original tradition the founder of Rome was Aeneas whose daughter was, according to Ennius, Ilia.23 As Roman civilization developed, the role of Ilia-Rhea-Silvia became less and less important, as Romulus and Remus were brought more and more to the fore.

Ilia: modern reference points
The fragmentary and varied nature of the surviving ancient texts allowed the scriptwriters for the television series to go beyond the framework into which Yemos and Wiros had been placed. It gave them the freedom to create characters that were closer to heroes and heroines of popular culture than traditional ones. The screenwriters divided the mythical Ilia-Rhea-Silvia into two heroines, Ilia and Silvia. Silvia, the mother of Yemos, is a Roman matriarch or mater familias who loves her family, but is ready to sacrifice her loved ones for the sake of her father and country. We see this sacrifice, for example, in the scenes of political deals between the kings representing the community of the Latins and the children of Rumia. Ilia represents the opposite of Silvia. She is a character who puts her personal goals above all else. For this reason, she is in constant conflict with the gods. In the name of love, she opposes Vesta, committing sacrilege by extinguishing the sacred fire (in the canonical version of the myth, she then becomes pregnant). And, in the name of revenge, she opposes Mars, first undergoing a brutal male initiation process and then leaving his temple. As the plot develops, the viewer also sees in Ilia a liminal heroine linking two disparate communities – the Latins and the children of Rumia. The former symbolizes order and hierarchy established and realized by means of various rituals. The children of Rumia or the Wolves, on the other hand, represent a world of chaos, full of archaic, animistic rituals originating in nature – honouring a pack of wolves and believing in Rumia, the goddess of darkness, the forest and death. Rumia’s children are presented as neither male nor female – they are a purifying pack led by a blind bard. Ilia seems to stand in the middle of these two communities, merging them into one as the plot develops. Ilia is also differentiated from Silvia stylistically. Silvia is represented in a way reminiscent of Roman heroines known from Hollywood productions, while Ilia is represented as a warrior woman who, in appearance, is closest to a character such as Wonder Woman from the DC comic books (Figure 13.1a and 13.1b).

The prototype of this televisual Ilia is not to be found in adaptations of mythical stories into popular culture, with the possible exception of Xena, the heroine of the popular series Xena: Warrior Princess (1995–2001). However, Xena is not a strong reference point. She is also a fantasy character, and her television series itself originated as a spin-off from Hercules: The Legendary Journeys (1995–9). Ilia is therefore closer to female protagonists known from mythopoetic literature that is heavily influenced by feminist criticism: Circe (in Circe by Madeline Miller, 2018), Penelope (in the Penelopiad by Margaret Atwood, 2005), Helen (in Memoirs of Helen of Troy by Amanda Elyot, 2005), Andromache (in the Troy trilogy by David and Stella Gemmell, 2005–7) and Lavinia (in Lavinia by Ursula Le Guin, 2008). These heroines write their own story, through which the viewer sees familiar myths of popular mythologies and their reception in a new feminist light.

The best example to illustrate the interrelationship between television’s Ilia and revisionist mythic literature is the character Ilian/Larentia in the novel Die Söhne der Wölfin (The Sons of the She-Wolf) by German novelist Tanja Kinkel.24 Readers follow the most important storylines of this novel, familiar to readers from the canonical version of the Romulus and Remus myth, through the eyes of Ilian. Die Söhne der Wölfin tells the story of her complicated life centred on a constant struggle against prejudice and stereotypes. It is a description of her journey, from lost young priestess of the Etruscan goddess Turan to a woman pursuing her most important goal: to survive in a world where a woman is doomed in advance when confronted by a man.25 Tanja Kinkel has therefore shifted the focus of the masculine foundation myth to the inner experiences of a female protagonist, who is constantly struggling with feelings such as love, hatred, friendship, revenge, and the desire for acceptance and unpredictability. Ilian/Larentia, like television’s Ilia, is no longer a tool in the hands of the gods, kings or influential priests. On the contrary, she is the person who decides the course of various events. She is in full control, even when her enemies seem to have defeated her. By making Ilian the most important character in the novel, Kinkel supplemented the myth of Ilia-Rhea-Silvia with emotions that can hardly be found in the works of Livy, Plutarch and Dionysius of Halicarnassus. The same mechanism was also utilized by the scriptwriters of Romulus. Similarly, the German novelist, like the series’s producers after her, reached for ritualistic concepts. From among many literary sources, she tried to reconstruct the two original rituals that form the main axis of the ancient narrative: the sacrifice of the Sacred King and the sacred marriage (hieros gamos). The phrase ‘the king must die’, repeated many times by the main character, was taken by Tanja Kinkel from Mary Renault’s novel The King Must Die (1958), which was both a great inspiration and a challenge for her. In her acknowledgements, the German novelist emphasized that what impressed her most about Renault’s work was how she retold the myth of Theseus in the form of an historical novel while preserving its archaic impetus.26


[image: ]
Figures 13.1a and 13.1b Ilia as a warrior from Episode 5 (above) and Silvia from Episode 1 (below). Season 1, Romulus (2020). Copyright Sky Italia SAI – Groenlandia SAI – Cattleya SRI.

The greatest influence on the female mythical characters in the Romulus television series and in such mythopoetic literature was exerted by feminist theory, particularly its second wave, in which the perspective of gender difference began to come to the fore. Woman ceased to be defined in relation to Man (as a universal category) but, instead, in terms of her independent value, her qualities and the resulting possibilities for her development.27 Paraphrasing N. K. Miller’s 1986 text Arachnologies: The Woman, the Text, and the Critic and her concept of arachnology,28 we may venture to say that the scriptwriters of Romulus, from hundreds of fragments of Greek and Roman literature scattered through the centuries, have, like the mythical mortal Arachne, woven a story of Ilia freed from logos and centred on the woman. In so doing, they have avoided the opposing position of the goddess Athena, who, according to Miller, was the guardian of patriarchy.29

Mark P. O. Morford and Robert J. Lenardon in Classical Mythology (2003) point out that feminist critical theories approach mythology from the perspective of women and interpret myths with a particular focus on the psychological and social situation of their female characters.30 The authors then add that ‘these theories share with structuralism a focus on the binary nature of human society and the human mind, especially in the opposition (or complementary relationship) of female and male’.31 Key to Morford and Lenardon’s discussion, however, is the observation that the work of feminist scholars has led to greater flexibility in the interpretation of classical myths and their literary sources, forcing readers to think critically about the social and psychological assumptions that underlie approaches to mythology.32 The result of these transformations may well be new ways of writing mythology, such as A Feminist Mythology by Chiara Bottici (2022), as well as new ways of interpreting it, such as Antigone Rising: the Subversive Power of the Ancient Myths by Helen Morales (2020).

Morales is also the author of Classical Mythology: a Very Short Introduction (2007). In her chapter ‘The sexual politics of myth’ which considers women’s reading, analysis and creation of myths, she writes about several strategies relevant to our discussion.33 Some of them, the most radical, include the avoidance or rejection of the canonical myths of classical antiquity with their patriarchal gender ideologies.34 The most common strategy, according to the author, however, is to rewrite classical myth from a woman’s point of view.35 Almost all the examples of women’s mythopoetic works mentioned in her chapter follow this strategy. Morales sums up this kind of mythopoetic writing with a very important statement: that it forms part of a history of resistance, courage and empowerment through an insistence that stories can and should be told differently.36 A final strategy noted in Morales’s book is that of reclaiming powerful figures from myth by casting ‘negative’ female role models as ‘positive’ ones (Morales cites the myth of Demeter and Persephone as one example).37 Drawing on the strategies outlined there and seeking them out in the Romulus series suggests that the scriptwriters modified the canonical myth for Ilia and pitted it against the male stories of Wiros and Yemos. On the other hand, consciously or not, they brought in other strategies: Ilia tells her own story, not so much by being a good or bad heroine, but, for a contemporary audience, by being primarily human and authentic.

Ilia: televisual representation
All the mechanisms described above (the demythologization of mythic space, the prioritizing of ritual over myth, the embrace of Indo-European mythology and the turn to second-wave feminist criticism), which characterize the male and female protagonists of the television series, Yemos, Wiros, Amulius and Ilia, are reflected in the dialogue, acting, costumes, cinematography and music. The dialogue is economical, as sentences are short and rudimentary. Individual speeches are coded by an almost extraordinary pragmatism. There is no room for abstract descriptions of inner experiences, and the issues and problems raised by characters are firmly rooted in their rights and duties. This is, therefore, the language of an archaic community. ‘We may note’, wrote Mircea Eliade in Myth and Reality (1963), ‘that just as modern man considers himself to be constituted by History, the man of archaic societies declares that he is the result of a certain number of mythical events.’38 Thus, when Ilia tries to persuade the priest of the god Mars that the god of war has appeared to her, the priest briefly says, ‘Mars doesn’t appear to women’, and then continues, ‘Women aren’t born to use weapons’ (Season 1, Episode 3). His statement leaves no room for a reply or discussion, and the scene itself lasts only a minute and a half. When Ilia extinguishes the sacred fire of the goddess Vesta, a sacrilege punishable by death, she sums up her act with a brief but very telling statement: ‘To no avail did I watch over the fire. You don’t care about your servants. And so I will not take care of you anymore’ (Season 1, Episode 2). The statement of this televisual Ilia corresponds to the famous Roman religious maxim about why mortals should sacrifice to the gods – do ut des (‘I give so that you might give’).39 It is difficult to say whether this dialogue was determined for the scriptwriters by the peculiarities of an archaic community, or by the fact that the characters speak in Latin – proto-Latin – an extremely difficult language to reproduce, but certainly not as flowery as Cicero’s later speeches or Ovid’s poetry. All this abruptness renders the dialogue rather ephemeral and allows the viewer to concentrate on observing changes in the characters themselves.

In this context, the scene of Ilia’s meeting with her father Amulius is worth a closer look (Season 1, Episode 2). Their conversation has its own symbolic setting, based on the contrasts inherent in the respective fates of the main characters. The first frames that open the series are bright, full of sunshine – yet the land of the Latins is hit by a drought, which becomes the cause of the expulsion of King Numitor, accused of being out of favour with the gods (Season 1, Episode 1). Later, in Episode 2, a brief but telling conversation between father and daughter takes place at night, in the rain (Figure 13.2). The gods have been kind to the city, but they have set in motion a series of events that will change the fate of the show’s main characters forever. The framework of the meeting is thus created by a reference to ritual – when Amulius sees his daughter, she says: ‘Don’t touch me. I am impure.’ This is a visible reference to the prohibition against touching a person condemned to death for sacrilege. The brief but highly significant dialogue explains the reasons for Ilia’s behaviour and provides a prelude to her inner transformation and defiance of the masculine principles that underpin the Latin community:


[image: ]
Figure 13.2 Meeting of Ilia and her father Amulius in Season 1, Episode 2, Romulus (2020). Copyright Sky Italia SAI – Groenlandia SAI – Cattleya SRI.


	– I was six when Numitor chose me for divine service. Enitos was eight. He told me, ‘When you watch over the fire, I will think of you every night, and when you look at the moon know that I will be looking at it.’ I was not alone. Vesta loved me, Enitos was waiting for me.

	– You desecrated the fire for a childhood memory…

	– No, father. Enitos is my love as a woman.



Amulius cannot understand the motives of his daughter who should obey not only the gods, but also the king and her parents. Her life should follow certain patterns characteristic of a woman – a priestess, and later a wife and mother. The father’s final statement in this scene – ‘You can’t touch me. You will be buried alive’ – closes off the ritual.

This excerpt from the first season of the series is one of the last scenes involving Ilia in her capacity as priestess for, when the camera focuses so clearly on her face, the viewer sees regret, doubt and a slowly emerging desire for revenge – a feeling that will form the main motive for Ilia’s behaviour almost until the end of the first season. A similar treatment of her facial expression is used in the opening shots of the first episode of Season 1, such as during Ilia’s amorous encounters with Enitos. The culmination of this manner of presenting the heroine is a scene in which her mother orders Ilia to serve Vesta again (Season 1, Episode 3). The camera then shows her face, full of defiance against the social patterns perpetuated not only by Amulius but above all by her mother. Her mother orders the heroine to be bound and for the guards to watch against any possible escape. Ilia’s subsequent turn to the god of war thus breaks with a law that had hitherto reserved warfare for male warriors. Hence, when Ilia undergoes a brutal male initiation, and becomes a warrior of Mars despite the laws in force, the camera begins to show Ilia in a wider plane. From now on, the viewer often sees her on horseback, fully armed (Season 1, Episode 5) and in bloody revenge scenes, during which Ilia slaughters her father’s opponents (Season 1, Episode 6). The focus of the viewer this time is not so much on the heroine’s inner transformations as the deeds inscribed in them.

As Ilia changes, not only does the camera work change, but so does her clothing. In the early episodes of Season 1, Ilia wears the simple, nondescript costume of a priestess of the goddess Vesta, familiar from many ancient plays. However, when she becomes a warrior in Episode 5, her hair is pinned up so that she can more easily use her weapons. The viewer sees a confident woman whose attitude suggests that she will stop at nothing in her quest for revenge. It should be noted that while the visual portrayal of male warriors from the early royal period of Roman history was not too difficult to reconstruct, thanks to a body of primary source material (including the archaeological) and extensive scholarship on the subject, the design of the female warrior’s outfit undoubtedly posed a major challenge to the show’s creators. It is clear that they would have been helped here by the recent female warriors of popular culture, such as Arya Stark in the Game of Thrones series (2011–19), Lagertha Lothbrok in the Vikings series (2013–20) or the Amazons in the Wonder Woman film (2017).

A separate issue, which nevertheless is important for how Ilia is characterized as a warrior, is the music, especially in the first season. It was created by the Mokadelic group, known for productions with contemporary settings such as the television series Gomorrah. In the key scenes involving Ilia, the previously balanced and calm soundtrack is interrupted by a harsh electronic sound, as if to accentuate the character’s successive transformations. The remake of the 1984 Tears for Fears song ‘Shout’, which opens each episode of the series, is also carefully chosen, especially the lyrics which accurately capture Ilia’s character: ‘Shout, shout, let it all out / These are the things I can do without / Come on, I’m talking to you, come on.’

Conclusion
Around the modern space that is taken up by ancient myth and literature, therefore, there has been a clear shift in interpretive boundaries resulting from the transformation of previous masculine paradigms and the emergence of new ones. However, while the new methods of interpreting the canonical myths of classical antiquity that have been postulated by many scholars may still encourage creators to make further transformations, the disproportion between male and female characters in that mythology, as well as the fragmentary nature of the primary sources in relation to the latter, may pose an interesting and inspiring challenge for the creators of popular culture.

It is difficult to say whether the character of Ilia, as created in the Romulus television series, is the exception confirming the rule or a new contemporary trend. Helen Morales takes quite an inspiring approach to this issue and is, therefore, a useful reference point with which to conclude. She sees the problem in two ways, as it were. On the one hand, as she writes in Antigone Rising: The Subversive Power of the Ancient Myths (2020), the simple juxtaposition of antiquity and modernity can reveal new and unexpected perspectives; on the other hand, contemporary figures and events can actively encourage us to look at ancient myths in a completely new way.40 Thus, the casting of black actors in the roles of Achilles, Patroclus and Aeneas in the television series Troy: Fall of a City (2018, dir. Mark Brozel, Owen Harris, John Strickland) ended up causing considerable audience resentment. The series was supposed to be a grand epic on the scale of Game of Thrones and the creators had already announced multiple seasons, but had to make do with just one.41 On the other hand, a photo shoot involving the American pop star Beyoncé Giselle Knowles-Carter, known simply as Beyoncé, broke the cultural pattern for depicting modern beauty in terms of conventionally imagined classical ideals, as Morales observed. The singer, announcing her pregnancy on Instagram in 2017, placed black womanhood at the centre of the Greek and Roman iconography of beauty, referencing the goddess Venus and the painting The Birth of Venus by the Italian artist Sandro Botticelli (1485–6).42

In the introduction to A Companion to Classical Receptions (2008), Lorna Hardwick and Christopher Stray define receptions (the authors use the plural) as the ways in which Greek and Roman material have been transmitted, translated, excerpted, interpreted, rewritten, re-imaged and represented.43 Juxtaposing this definition with the way in which the creators of the Romulus television series portrayed Ilia, one may venture to conclude that the Roman heroine, like Beyoncé in the role of Venus, will become a reference point for subsequent creators of popular culture, breaking the masculine patterns characteristic of earlier stories about the mother of Romulus and Remus and presenting this highly inspirational character in a new light.
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CHAPTER 14

POWERLESS AND POWERFUL LANGUAGE IN DOMINA (2021–3)

Luca Valleriani

Domina (2021–3), a television drama written by Simon Burke for Sky Atlantic (Italy and UK), focuses on the historical character of Livia Drusilla, second wife of the Roman emperor Augustus. Her language use in the series often reflects her powerful social status, both as a young girl and as an adult, and her speech marks her distance from her female peers. The purpose of this chapter is to offer a qualitative analysis of parts of dialogue in the series that were clearly written with the aim of constructing the identity of a powerful and influential woman in ancient times through the use of a ‘dominant’ idiolect, as laid out in the canonical research on language and gender. One of the traditional methods of analysis in the field of language and gender is ‘the dominance approach’, generally associated with Robin Lakoff, who argued that the difference in language use between men and women was due to their power differential in society (1975). Such difference is displayed by the use of a ‘powerless’ language by women, characterized by vague, hesitant and emotional speech. Lakoff, however, clarified that this distinction was clearly a generalization and that women might also speak ‘powerfully’. These linguistic distinctions are often represented in fictional dialogue, especially in the audio-visual medium, where the ‘resources of language’, to use Kozloff’s words,1 are frequently exploited to provide an implicit comment on character differentiation. Cinema and television commonly resort to stereotyped language to mark differences of gender, as will be explored further below. For that reason, the present study will apply to television the canonical, but perhaps otherwise outmoded, theoretical framework provided by Lakoff (ibid.), that recognizes stereotypical linguistic differences in use of English between men and women reflecting their power differential in society.

My analysis will include insights from a lexical and morpho-syntactical point of view, according to the principles of Conversation Analysis,2 and will also focus on the prosodic rendition of Livia’s speech. The use of computer programs for acoustic analysis (e.g. WASPS) will help display visually the details of the tone and intonation of her delivery, building on previous studies on prosody and gender and previous insights on gender representation in audio-visual works. By these methods derived from linguistics, I propose to bring out the powerfully charged characterization Livia is given in Domina – a Roman woman who exerts unusual authority aurally as well as visually.

Language and gender: a theoretical framework
Language and gender3 is the discipline devoted to the study of the differences in language used between the two main genders, men and women. Nowadays they are considered to be social constructs, two categories associated with different social roles and thus different behaviour patterns, including the kind of language they use.

The pioneer in the field of language and gender is Robin Lakoff, who published a ground-breaking study entitled Language and Women’s Place in 1975. Before that date, gender was one of the parameters taken into account for sociolinguistic studies in the field,4 but Lakoff was the first scholar to focus specifically and extensively on gender as a defining issue in terms of language variation. Lakoff considered women’s speech to be weak in comparison to men’s speech, thus she has often been linked to the so-called ‘deficit approach’ to language use started by Jespersen in the 1920s.5 However, while Jespersen believed that this contrast derived from differences in biological make-up, Lakoff was convinced that it was a matter of difference in social status, which is why some scholars believe that her theories are better associated with the ‘dominance approach’.6 Such an approach sees the differences between men’s and women’s language use as a reflection of their power differential in society, and it is generally opposed to the ‘difference approach’ (whose prominent proponent is Deborah Tannen, 1991) which is based on the view that males and females speak differently because they belong to two different subcultures with different social rules, including language styles.7

Although she based her analysis largely on anecdotal evidence, and her outcomes have consequently been criticized, Lakoff provided a list of features of women’s speech, with specific reference to the English language, that are still useful for audio-visual analysis and can be summed up as follows:8


	Lexical disparity: women apparently use a number of words that men do not. Lakoff gives the example of specific colour adjectives such as ‘mauve’, ‘beige’, ‘crimson’, but also of empty adjectives like ‘divine’, ‘gorgeous’, ‘sweet’. Also from the lexical point of view, women tend to be the first to use new words, but they also keep alive archaisms, therefore they are both innovative and conservative speakers at the same time and their vocabulary is wider than that of men.

	Vague language: women tend to use more hedges, like ‘well’, ‘you know’, ‘sort of’, and tag questions. This feature is the most evident reflection of their supposedly powerless status in society, since it indicates uncertainty and hesitancy. The use of these words mitigates assertive statements, and assertiveness is stereotypically not a desirable trait in women.

	Polite language: women’s speech generally contains frequent hyper-polite requests (e.g. ‘Would you please’, ‘Would you be so kind’, ‘If you don’t mind’, etc.), and their swearing expressions are much milder than men’s (‘oh dear’, etc.). Taboo words are avoided and euphemisms are preferred, whereas men sound more straightforward.

	Emphatic language: women’s speech is frequently enriched with intensifiers, such as ‘so’, ‘very’, ‘such’ and emphasis is also often achieved by a high-pitched intonation, while men’s prosody is usually rather ‘flat’ and the volume of their voices is lower.9 Speaking of intonation, Lakoff argued that women use rising intonation, also called ‘uptalk’, more than men. Recent studies have confirmed that suprasegmental aspects (tone, intonation, volume) bear a pragmatic value for female more than for male speakers.10

	Standard and prestige: in order to affirm their position in society, women generally avoid non-standard and dialect features. Men are more likely to use vernacular forms and not only in informal situations, because such forms are traditionally associated with ‘toughness’, which combines well, according to the traditional stereotypical conventions in Western societies, with masculinity. In other words, women are taught to use prestigious forms in any context, whereas men are allowed to deviate from norms and are oriented to the covert prestige of non-standard dialectal forms.11



In short, Lakoff’s stark argument was that women’s language was powerless, even though she was aware of the fact that this was a broad generalization: some women, especially in certain social positions, may use a powerful language, and they may be respected as much as a man, but it is common for their interlocutors to reach such verdicts as ‘she speaks like a man’. Lakoff’s theories were not intended to be definitive, but they were elaborated to ignite a debate and as a prompt for further research. That research was initially conducted through the analysis of mixed-sex conversations. According to the empirical study by Zimmerman and West (1975) in particular,12 men interrupt more frequently than women, but they are also less talkative and provide little feedback. When they do, it is always realized in single utterances, and they apparently use silence a great deal as a form of conversational dominance. Women, conversely, are supposedly more talkative but less ironic.

In time, both the dominance and difference frameworks were felt to be overgeneralizing and too simplistic, especially after the advent of what has often been referred to as the ‘Third Wave’ of feminism, which was based on the conception of gender not as something given but as a process of negotiation.13 Gender, in other words, is a social construct and individuals are not a gender, they perform gender. This view of gender as performative was set out by the post-structuralist philosopher Judith Butler (1990), who argued that gender is ‘the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural kind of being’.14 When mentioning the concept of a set of ‘acts’, Butler had in mind Austin and Searle’s Speech Act Theory and, in particular, the part of their theory regarding ‘performative speech acts’, namely utterances that are realized only when they are verbalized, utterances that can acquire power only when they are in a context where meanings are established by repeated citation.15 Building on the theory that gender is a type of performativity, empirical research on ‘gendered talk’ and people’s negotiation of their gender identities in everyday life through language has grown.16 Here, nonetheless, the pioneering studies by Lakoff on women’s speech and by Zimmerman and West on women in conversation will be used as my main theoretical groundings, because the selected case study is a fictional text, and identity construction in fiction traditionally resorts to stereotypes (as will be discussed in the next section).

Language and gender in audio-visual media
Audio-visual dialogue is a ‘written-to-be-spoken text’, a pre-fabricated orality,17 which often resorts to ‘clichéd’ linguistic forms.18 Although realism – but not necessarily authenticity – is the ultimate aim of telecinematic productions,19 adopting stereotypical conventions is a shortcut to convey indirect information about characters. Language variation is thus fundamental in the writing process, and traits like femininity and masculinity are often traced in fiction in general through language. Despite the fact that the discipline of sociolinguistics has traditionally focused on language that occurs in reality, a new set of empirical studies revolving around the analysis of variation in performed language has recently started to appear in the academic panorama, requiring a new theoretical framework that is slowly being built under the label of ‘Language of Pop Culture’ (LPC).20 This refreshed scholarly interest in the analysis of fictional dialogue builds on the assumption that ‘the mediatized performance of vernaculars can contribute to the construction of typical or “exemplary” (Agha 2003) speakers and to a heightened reflexivity on language and identity’.21

The argument that gender is socially constructed is nowadays generally accepted in the field of language and gender, but the perception of gender differentials still relies on the identification of traditional models of language use which are maintained by the media. Canonical research on language and gender, despite offering stereotypical and outmoded theories, is therefore still useful as a framework for the analysis of language in popular culture. This utility was confirmed by a corpus-based investigation conducted by Busso and Vignozzi (2017) that involved a perception test on gendered language in films. They concluded as follows:


What is interesting to note is that the gender representations coming to light from our corpus of pop-culture films are based on features that are now dismissed as clichéd and stereotypical by the literature (see Cameron 2005, 2010; Bexter 2006), but which seem to be nonetheless entrenched in our interpretation of reality.

[…] The test validated our assumption that film language stereotypically portrays the way in which men and women talk drawing on recognisable traits attached to femininity and masculinity in our culture. In fact, speakers were mostly able to correctly assign the utterances to the right gender.22



The film corpus compiled by the authors is very homogeneous, as it consists exclusively of romantic comedies which were expected to contain a fairly high level of stereotypically gendered language. Since results confirmed that expectation, discussion can now be expanded to the genre of historical drama. For this reason and because the content is centred on the gendering of power, I have applied the theoretical framework that remains canonical in the field of language and gender to the linguistic analysis of the television series Domina. The series is set in the time of the late Roman Republic, so it is legitimate to question whether and how the aspect of diachronic representation through language (language variation through time) has affected the show’s diastratic representation (language variation according to the various social features of speakers – gender, social class, age, profession, religion, etc.).23 The answer to this seems to be that there is no actual historical authenticity in matters of language.24 While it is easier to find attempts to imitate historical speech in literary texts, the same strategy is much less common in the case of film and television, because the historical dialogue of these media must be comprehensible to as many viewers as possible.25 Dialogue in audio-visual historical fiction generally follows the linguistic conventions of contemporaneity, thus largely requiring the suspension of disbelief, as is the case with Domina.26

Livia Drusilla’s idiolect on screen before Domina
Livia Drusilla Claudia (59 BCE–29 CE), was a Roman noble woman, daughter to Marcus Livius Drusus Claudianus, a senator of the Roman Republic. She had two sons during her first marriage, Tiberius and Drusus, but she is best remembered as the second wife of Gaius Octavius (later known as Augustus), founder of the Roman Empire. Historiographical sources often refer to her as a devoted wife but also as a scheming person who worked hard to secure political power and position for her sons. Livia and Augustus, in fact, had no children of their own, and it has usually been suggested that she caused the death of Marcellus (Augustus’ nephew), after he was allowed to marry Julia (Augustus’ daughter from his first marriage). It was above all the Roman historian Tacitus, in his Annals, who portrayed Livia as being extremely influential and able to control her husband’s decisions, and modern popular culture usually builds on his description to represent her.

One of the most popular representations of Livia is found in I, Claudius (1976), the BBC TV adaptation of the historical novel written in 1934 by Robert Graves, where she is played by Welsh actress Siân Phillips. The character of Livia appears again on television in 2003 in Imperium: Augustus produced by RAI and played by Charlotte Rampling and, a few years later, in HBO Rome (2005–7) played by Alice Henley. In all of these productions she is a secondary character, so that Domina should be considered as the first series to focus centrally on Livia’s life. Nevertheless, her role is a key one in all of them, thus providing enough of her lines to be examined and compared from the linguistic point of view. In I, Claudius, no significant linguistic differences can be heard between Livia and the other male or female characters.27 They all invariably speak a pure Received Pronunciation and their intonation is extremely high-pitched, a sort of theatrical style of performance which was at the time still the convention in BBC productions, at least for adaptations of literary works and historical dramas. In Imperium: Augustus, Rampling affects a very low-tone voice and her lines are pretty short and direct, arguably making her Livia most similar to the Livia in Domina. In Rome, Livia appears very sporadically and only in her youth. Her language would be considered ‘powerless’ according to Lakoff’s parameters (polite and formal requests, apologies, tag questions, etc.) but, from the prosodic point of view, she clearly sounds sarcastic and teasing, which results in a ‘powerful’ position in conversation.

In these three versions of Livia, the dominance of her character is revealed more through actions than language (in contrast to Domina, where her language is more marked), but they all share one conversational feature: silence. As mentioned earlier, giving little feedback in conversation is generally associated with men or with speakers holding power.28 Regarding the function of pauses in confrontational discourse, Nikolić (2016) argues:


Pause or intra-turn silence is made consciously and with a purpose. This silence has the function of emphasizing a statement. If a speaker creates a pause in a confrontational discourse, he/she does it to draw the attention of both his/her co-speaker and the audience to his/her words, and particularly to what is about to be said. We can call this dramatic pause. […] It has the function of power control in discourse.29



Long dramatic pauses are also a recurring feature of the protagonist’s speech in Domina. Her idiolect (in sociolinguistics, the term for an individual’s unique use of language) sounds particularly ‘powerful’, similar to that of the male characters and somewhat distant from that of her female peers.

Powerful/powerless voices in Domina
The eight episodes of Domina’s first season, some directed by Claire McCarthy and some by David Evans, premiered in spring 2021 and received a good critical response, resulting in 78 per cent of positive reviews on Rotten Tomatoes. The series was soon renewed for a second season, under the direction of David Evans and Sallie Aprahamian.30 The plot revolves around the life of Livia Drusilla, starting before her first marriage around the year 43 BCE. The first season starts right after the murder of Julius Caesar. Livia is a young woman (played by Nadia Parkes) and she lives with her beloved father, Livius Drusus, who frequently discusses political issues with her. He kills himself after the Republicans are defeated at Philippi and the newly wedded Livia is forced to escape with her husband Nero. Some years later, however, their whole family are able to return to Rome thanks to an amnesty. Livia meets Gaius (the future first Roman Emperor, Augustus) for the second time in the storyline and they soon become attracted to each other, so they divorce from their spouses and get married. Starting from the third episode, their life as the most powerful couple in Rome is shown; after Marcus Antonius has been defeated, in fact, Gaius has no political rivals. Despite being sincerely in love with her new husband, Livia (played, as an adult woman, by Kasia Smutniak) pretends to support him in his affirmation as a dictator, but viewers are shown that she secretly aspires to bring the Republic back to Rome, as her late father had wished.

Domina is the first audio-visual drama in the English language where Livia can be considered as the absolute main character, thus her scheming and pragmatic personality is even more markedly portrayed than in earlier works31 Livia is presented as being very smart and educated, she is taught by her father the mechanisms of success in Roman society and she knows which behaviours are honourable according to the principles of the time and which are to be considered as ‘unRoman’. Right from the first episode, her language sounds rather ‘powerful’, but it sounds even more so when she is an adult woman. In later scenes, even where she is still a teenager, she is more direct and outspoken in front of people. Not only does she not hesitate to confront Octavia and Scribonia when she hears them speaking ill of her, but she even raises socially – and politically – sensitive questions in front of her father’s peers or men in general. In the first episode (entitled Fall and first aired on 14 May 2021), for example, senator Piso, referring to the young woman as she asks about Gaius’ political intentions during her wedding dinner, states in a humorous tone, ‘Ha! See, Livius made the mistake of teaching his daughter how to think’ (Season 1, Episode 1 17:41). Young Livia is rather direct and outspoken, she has got opinions and she does not hesitate to express them when she can, although this trait was arguably neither expected nor well received from women in the time of the Roman Republic.32 Nevertheless, Domina’s Livia manages to attract the interest of men, which is confirmed by such comments as that of Agrippa who, while considering whether to propose to her, says ‘I don’t even mind that she’s clever’ (Season 1, Episode 2, 32:06).

The television series’s Livia becomes more aware in her adulthood of the importance of silence as a tool of dominance, of not rushing to conclusions and not openly showing that she is upset or worried. Apart from this one conversational feature, which can be seen as a natural acquisition in the process of gaining experience and growing wiser, young Livia and adult Livia share an extremely similar voice and style of acting. Both Parkes and Smutniak are very rarely emotional, and generally only when they are addressing their father (or his grave, in Smutniak’s case). They both usually use a very firm voice, with a low tone and an overall flat intonation, thus demonstrating an accurate and coherent writing and direction of the series, but also a particularly good performance synergy between the two actresses.33 Livia’s idiolect respects all the parameters for a ‘powerful’ way of communicating not only prosodically, but also from the lexical and stylistic point of view, as we shall see. It is rather similar to that of the main male characters, whereas the other women in the series largely speak ‘powerlessly’. However, from the diatopic point of view (linguistic variation according to the geographical origin of speakers), the series is rather homogeneous; there is, in fact, no particular association between powerless speech and prestigious or standard forms, as all the characters invariably speak Standard British English (SBE) combined with Received Pronunciation (RP). RP has traditionally been considered the most prestigious accent in England (less so in the rest of the UK), and the ‘neutral’ option in BBC productions. This is less the case today; SBE is still the main dialect but it is more often combined with regional accents, while RP has been relegated to the portrayal of upper/upper-middle or snobbish characters.34 In Domina, RP works not only because the main figures are Roman patricians (although most of the slaves actually speak RP too) but also because the story is set in a far distant period of history. The selection of RP as the most ‘old-fashioned’ sounds and the absence of modern regional voices help establish a sufficiently solid suspension of disbelief that the characters are speaking Latin in a distant time and place.

In fact, slang, forms of diaphasic variation (linguistic variation according to the situation) and informality in general is more common in the speech of men in Domina and, interestingly, in that of Livia, as the following extract shows (Season 1, Episode 3, min. 9:41):


AGRIPPA:    The minute we step down, we’ll be vulnerable. We’ve made a lot of enemies.

MAECENAS:    We’ll make a lot more if you don’t. Caesar was stabbed twenty-three times outside the Senate.

AGRIPPA:    Those mad-dog republicans are all dead now! Sorry, Livia, uh … I meant no disrespect for your father.

LIVIA:    [short pause] It’s alright, Agrippa. He was a mad-dog republican. […]

AGRIPPA:    Let’s kill them. Corvinus and Crassus and the rest of them. […] It worked before.

LIVIA:    That sounds just like ‘Go fuck yourselves’ to me.

[Agrippa and Maecenas continue to talk, Gaius does not speak but looks at Livia in search of help.]

LIVIA:    They’re both right. You have to choose. One or the other. And fast. [She walks away.]

GAIUS:    Where are you going?

LIVIA:    I promised the boys to take them to see their father. While you make your mind up.35



In this scene, Livia has just entered the room where Gaius is having a meeting with his friends and allies, who are trying to persuade him to take a new step politically. The very fact that Livia enters and is invited by all of them to sit in the room as they engage in political scheming is quite extraordinary for the time-setting and, what is more, she is not just allowed to be there. Her active participation in the discussion is expected and encouraged. She sits next to Gaius, who is also silent, as if they have both equally to be convinced by the differing points of view of Agrippa and Maecenas. The three men often look at her, in search of approval for what they say or at least asking for some sort of feedback. However, she utters only a couple of short lines, one of which is to answer Agrippa, who apologizes for referring to ‘mad-dog republicans’. This is an indirect insult. Agrippa is referring to republicans in general, and it is only after using those words that he realizes Livia’s father was a member of that political faction. He immediately apologies (arguably a form of politeness, and thus ‘powerlessness’ in conversation) and clarifies that he has no intention to disrespect Livia’s father and, consequently and more importantly, Livia herself. When he pronounces that line, attentive viewers may observe she is internally upset thanks to a slight frowning by the actress who plays her, but she then shows no clue of being emotionally affected in her reply. She answers with a smile, and agrees not only that her father was a republican, but that he was a ‘mad-dog’ republican. The sentence is very short, followed by a pause, and contains a slang word and a highly ironical tone, thus gathering several features of powerful speech.

The next line spoken by Livia is a spontaneous comment, and it again follows the same pattern, plus the addition of a swear word, even though, according to traditional stereotypical conventions, taboo words are generally less common in a woman’s mouth. This time too, the sentence is very straightforward and assertive, and no traces of vague or polite language are present. After this, the conversation continues for a few more seconds with both Livia and Gaius keeping quiet, until everyone in the room stops speaking and starts glancing at Livia who, with her hand touching her mouth and her pensive gaze turned away from the men, is shown as absorbed by her thoughts (Figure 14.1). When she realizes that they are waiting for her verdict, she addresses Gaius confirming that it is true that he must act as soon as possible, yet without taking a side. She is about to leave the room when Gaius stops her, making clear that he needs her opinion, but she denies him it again. Such behaviour should not be misinterpreted as a shy and submissive avoidance of speaking up, it is clear to all the interlocutors in the scene and to the viewer too that she does have an opinion, but that she prefers to leave everyone in suspense.

In a later scene that night, in fact, Gaius declares that he has decided what to do, but asks Livia once more about her position on that matter. And this time, in the privacy of their bedroom, she breaks the suspense, thus confirming that her opinion is one that should be heard. The analysis of the dialogue, therefore, shows that from the linguistic point of view the speech of all the participants in the conversation is rather similar, but in this recent television series Livia manages to play the dominant role by means of silence and suspense – tools of power in conversation. A much more marked linguistic contrast, instead, can be heard when Livia speaks to characters who can be considered as her actual peers, namely the other adult women in the family, Scribonia and Octavia. In order to show how, an extract from the same episode featuring a conversation between Livia and Octavia, played by Claire Forlani, has been selected and transcribed below (Domina, Season 1, Episode 3, min. 31:10):
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Figure 14.1 Screenshot showing Gaius waiting for Livia’s opinion. Domina (2021, Season 1, Episode 3, min. 11:03). Fifty Fathoms Productions and Sky Italia Limited.


OCTAVIA:    I’m sorry to have to bring this to you. This morning, my son Marcellus, he offered to help Tiberius to look for his missing terrapin. Both your sons assaulted him. Your freedwoman Antigone, she then struck him, without provocation, on the face, and she scratched his eye.

LIVIA:    I’ll … I’ll talk to her, of course.

OCTAVIA:    [while Livia starts to walk away] No, no. No, Livia, I – I don’t want you to talk to her. This behaviour cannot be borne from a freedwoman with her … past. She must be sent away.

LIVIA:    [long pause] Well, this account as presented to me is clearly false.

OCTAVIA:    I’m sorry [laughing nervously]. Are you saying that my son is lying?

LIVIA:    You always look for the best in others, and Marcellus has nothing of your intelligence or character. You spoil him but you don’t seem to know him at all.

OCTAVIA:    [raising considerably the tone of her voice] Well, maybe if you hadn’t neglected your son, he would have turned out normal and not an embarrassment to our family!

LIVIA:    A family such as yours is surely beneath embarrassment.



A difference of speech between the two women in this dialogue can be perceived even from a first look at its transcription, as the length of the lines are clearly distinct. Octavia’s speech, in fact, is wordy, her sentences are long and contain a lot of detail, whereas Livia’s style is more condensed and, here too, characterized by dramatic pauses. In other words, this dialogue confirms that in conversation, including fictional ones, those who speak less are likely to be in a dominant position.

Following Lakoff’s original findings, several hints of powerless language are to be found in Octavia’s lines: hyper-politeness (‘I’m sorry to have to bring this to you’), hesitations (‘I-I don’t …’), careful lexical choices aimed at avoiding taboo or controversial themes such as prostitution (‘a woman with her … past’), use of rhetorical questions (‘Are you saying that my son is lying?’, which is a more indirect form of accusation compared to a statement) and a dubitative mood (‘Well, maybe if you hadn’t neglected …’). The disparity in language is also enhanced through the prosodic level, as the two characters’ voices sound extremely different. While this is very clear to any viewer/listener, naturally it is not possible for readers to notice this aspect, therefore the waveform in Box 14.1, obtained through the software WASP,36 should help visualize what can only be heard. The top layers represent the amplitude of the frequency of the characters’ utterances (i.e. their volume), while the dots in the bottom layer refer to their voice pitches (i.e. intonation). When the dots in the diagram go up and suddenly down (or vice versa), it means that the line is uttered with a varied emphatic intonation; conversely, when they are roughly on the same level, it means that the intonation is generally flat.


Box 14.1 Dialogue between Octavia and Livia corresponding to the waveform produced through WASP. Domina, Season 1, Episode 3, min. 31:31
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	OCTAVIA: No, no. No, Livia, I – I don’t want you to talk to her. This behaviour cannot be borne from a freedwoman with her … past. She must be sent away.
	LIVIA: [Long pause] Well, this account as presented to me is clearly false.







From this diagram, corresponding to the acoustic analysis of a small part of the dialogue transcribed above, it is perfectly clear that Livia’s line is uttered in a medium-low tone and with an overall monotone intonation, whilst Octavia’s utterance features a great variation in terms of pitches, continuously going down and suddenly high up (as mentioned, the ‘dots’ in the picture correspond to pitches). Such a difference further emphasizes that Livia is in a dominant position, since her lack of emphasis and volume in her speech suggests that she does not need it, in contraposition to Octavia, who is one of the most emphatic speakers in the series. Her closing sentence in this segment (‘She must be sent away’) is typologically rather assertive on the basis of its construction, as it contains a modal of obligation and it is not a question from the syntactical point of view. Nevertheless, if one hears it, it does sound like a question (as confirmed by the visualization of pitches of intonation in the waveform), and ‘uptalk’ is traditionally and stereotypically associated with what Lakoff considers as ‘women’s speech’ and corresponds to ‘powerless speech’. Language is only one of several aspects of this power differential, that also can be noticed in characters’ actions. Livia makes her mind up and then acts to solve problems, whereas Octavia is subject to others’ decisions. However, Octavia behaves according to what is expected from her as an upper-class woman, while Livia deviates from stereotypical traditional behaviour patterns by demonstrating the unusual authority she asserts in the Roman world over both women and men. To sum up, the features that mark a linguistic distance between the two characters are listed in Table 14.1.


Table 14.1   Linguistic features of Livia’s and Octavia’s speech in Domina


	Livia’s powerful language
	Octavia’s powerless language





	Silence and short utterances
	Long and wordy utterances



	Straightforward sentences
	Polite forms and avoidance of taboo terms



	Low voice
	Loud voice



	Monotone
	High-pitched intonation (+ uptalk)



	Slow pace
	Rapid pace





The same traits of powerful language as are used by Domina’s Livia are also found in the idiolects of most of the male characters, with Agrippa and Marcellus being the most ‘emotional’ from the point of view of intonation. The female cast, however, generally follows the conventions of powerless speech, apart from Antigone,37 Livia’s former slave and now freedwoman, who shares a way of speaking that is closer to that of Livia and the men in the series.

Conclusion
The aim of this chapter was to provide an original insight into the differential use of language by women and men in a television historical drama set in ancient Rome by applying traditional theories in the field of language and gender to the analysis of its fictional dialogue. While it can be considered as a work in the area of sociolinguistics, it does not focus on naturally occurring language but on fictional audio-visual texts, thus placing itself in the relatively new domain of language and pop culture. More specifically, the novelty of this study lies in the selection of a costume drama to analyse linguistically gendered stereotypes, since the same theoretical framework has already been applied to audio-visual comedies.38 In this case, on the contrary, the genre of the case study is that of historical drama which is serious in content and inspired by real events. Although the TV series is set in the distant past, in order to make it more ‘real’, it re-creates modern (but stereotypical) linguistic phenomena.

The result of acoustic and conversation analysis of sequences of Domina, in particular, confirmed the general stereotypical paradigm of ‘powerful’ language as the mark of men and ‘powerless’ language as the mark of women. Powerful language, nevertheless, can also be used to sketch the identity of one solitary powerful woman, as in the case of Livia Drusilla, who is referred to by other characters as an individual who tends to adopt masculine behaviour patterns. It is not, after all, a coincidence that her statue looms over the city of Rome in each episode’s opening credits.

Contrary to previous studies on the topic, this research is mainly qualitative, but my discussion of the scenes that were selected for a close reading and textual analysis could be used as a first step to start a quantitative or mixed study on this or other similar audio-visual depictions of Roman women. Such analyses might also look at the use of powerless language by male characters, including those belonging to the higher strata of society (therefore, the opposite of Livia’s case), and at what transgressions of gender roles such language is designed to dramatize. Finally, it would also be useful to verify how power differentials through language are rendered, if they are rendered, in translation, for example in the subtitled and/or dubbed versions of the series in other languages.
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CHAPTER 15

EL CORAZÓN DEL IMPERIO (THE HEART OF THE EMPIRE, 2021):
TRANSGRESSIONS OF GENDER NORMS IN A DOCUDRAMA ON ROMAN WOMEN

Oskar Aguado-Cantabrana1 and Patricia González Gutiérrez2

Spain was the location for the creation of major blockbusters during the golden age of epic cinema. To a much lesser extent, it has continued to be so during the twenty-first-century revival of the genre. However, the Spanish film industry has never invested large amounts in the making of what is known as cine de romanos (‘Roman films’), a genre in which we can identify only a very small number of Spanish productions, namely: the film Los Cantabros (The Cantabrians, 1980, Paul Naschy); the three TV series Hispania, la leyenda (Hispania, the legend, 2010–2012, Antena 3 Televisión), Imperium (2012, Antena 3 Televisión), and Justo antes de Cristo (Just before Christ, 2019–20, Movistar Plus+); the webseries De Pontis (2014); and just one that achieved international success, Agora (2009, Alejandro Amenábar).

In November 2021, however, exploiting the international success of the docudrama format, the pay TV platform Movistar Plus+ launched El corazón del imperio (The Heart of the Empire). Unlike historical films or television dramas, the historical docudrama is made up of interviews with experts or popularizers about a specific period of past time as well as selected dramatized scenes.3 Although there are numerous examples of the docudrama from the twentieth century, it has been during the present century that it has achieved much greater diffusion globally through distributors such as the BBC, the History Channel and, more recently, Netflix. As far as Spain is concerned, the twenty-seven-episode series Memoria de España (Memory of Spain, 2004, RTVE) is particularly notable as it narrates an ambitious but remarkably old-fashioned and male-oriented history of the country from its earliest times to the present.4 It was one of the most watched docudramas of the first decade of the twenty-first century in Spain, yet the popularity of the format did not continue into the following decade. It is intriguing, therefore, that a Spanish docudrama about ancient Rome should have been released in 2021, and that its six episodes had a clear aim: to put Roman women at the heart of the story.

Without forgetting the few exceptions such as Agora or the more recent series Domina (2021–3),5 in both Spanish and international screen productions set in ancient Rome, women have usually been portrayed in the background, as hyper-sexualized, in set roles (such as lascivious empress or submissive slave) and according to very traditional gender stereotypes. As is argued in many contributions to this volume, productions such as the influential television series I, Claudius (1976) have reinforced an image of Roman women and the society in which they lived for so long that it has become deeply rooted in popular culture including in the genre of the docudrama.6 A recent and clear example is Netflix’s Roman Empire (2016–19). In this docudrama, the women of the Roman elite, although given some degree of political agency, are otherwise portrayed as untrustworthy and promiscuous, and their visual representation is often highly sexualized. The rest of the women who appear on screen are categorized as prostitutes or slaves and simply fulfil the function of satisfying the sexual desires of the men in power in Rome. That is a depiction that is repeated, without too many nuances, throughout the three seasons of the docudrama.

This chapter will explore how El corazón del imperio subverts this traditional onscreen portrayal of gender relations in the Roman world. We will analyse how an unconventional gender perspective and transgressions of gender norms regularly occur in the series, from the women who exercise violence and those who suffer it, to those who step out of the role expected for women and those who play within it, as well as those who reject gender conventions outright. To develop this argument in depth, we will start by situating the miniseries within its political, socio-economic and cultural context.

Ancient rome, gender studies and the feminist turn in recent Spanish society
Spanish historiography on women in ancient Rome has broadly followed in the footsteps of international historiography, albeit with some delay. While this is not the place to delve into a review of the state of the art,7 it is important to observe that one survey published in 2016 of the state of play in Spain regarding studies of Roman women spoke of an encouraging outlook in this dense historical field, but warned that it was still a subject ‘reviled by a large part of the scientific community’.8 This is despite the important intervention in Anglo-American scholarship of Sarah Pomeroy’s Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity back in 1975. It is undeniable that, since then, this line of research has continued to grow in Spanish academia.9 Similarly, it is precisely between that date and the present that we can speak of a process of transmission of this knowledge to broader strata of society.

In the years prior to the production of the docudrama here under consideration, a series of cultural products about Roman women were created and popularly disseminated in the heat of the impact of the feminist struggle in Spain. A particularly interesting example is the docudrama entitled La mujer en Cartagho Nova (The Woman in New Carthage, 2018). It is a local production, with a small budget and was shot in just a few days between Cartagena (in the Region of Murcia) and Sagunto (Valencia), with the historical and scenic advice of the School of Classical Culture Saguntina Domus Baebia.10 Both cities have a great Roman archaeological patrimony, especially Cartagena, one of whose main festivities is the annual Carthaginians and Romans. Declared an item of National Tourist Interest, it encompasses various events that recall the Punic Wars and the history of the city under both civilizations.11 In fact, the Roman conquest of Qart Hadasht in 209 BCE, renamed Carthago Nova, provides the starting point of the docudrama, which is divided into three short episodes, with a total duration of 50 minutes. However, this starting point, explained in less than a minute, is an excuse to introduce a story that is not framed in a specific time, although references are made to the end of the Roman Republic and the initial centuries of the Empire.

The docudrama instead focuses on the different life phases of an upper-class Roman woman (childhood and education, marriage, childbirth, divorce, life as an ideal matron, and death), with constant references to the situation of Roman women from different social strata (slaves, freedwomen, low-class free women and so on). The domestic space, the domus, is the main setting, and the production carries out an obvious didactic function through three resources: the voice of the narrator who explains the re-created scenes, the inclusion of explanatory infographics and the participation of different female experts in Roman law and Roman heritage. Beyond the content, the social context in which the docudrama has been produced is of interest. Framed within the events that took place on the occasion of the European Year of Cultural Heritage, it was presented on International Women’s Day (8 March) at the Roman Theatre Museum in Cartagena as ‘a well-deserved tribute to all the anonymous women fighters who built the history not only of Carthago Nova but of any ancient Roman city’.12 In this sense, the documentary constantly resorts to comparisons between past and present to explain the inequality of Roman society and the subordinate role of women. Roma era así (‘This is how Rome was’) is a phrase that is repeated several times after the explanation of contexts of marked social and gender inequalities, in which sometimes it is said, without much explanation, that women ‘fought for their rights’. The last episode collects testimonies of local actresses and artists who have created works about Roman women. Everything is presented as a project of recovery and dissemination of a neglected part of the Roman past, a women’s history told through archaeological heritage, historical research and new artistic re-creations.

Other receptions of Roman women have also provided an opportunity to comment on instances of modern violence against women, such as in the well-known rape case of July 2016, known as the ‘wolf pack’ (la Manada), during the San Fermín celebrations in Pamplona. The case drew intense public scrutiny and anger as it called into question the definition of rape under Spanish law, especially after the trial, which was seen as an evident case of ‘patriarchal justice’.13 It has been labelled by international observers as ‘Spain’s #MeToo moment’.14 On this matter, feminist critics have even drawn comparisons with the rape of Lucretia, as in the title of an article written in a digital journal called Women in Struggle: ‘From the rape of Lucretia to the trial of the “wolf pack”. Has anything changed since ancient Rome?’15 The social impact of the Spanish feminist movement, along with the change of government following the 2019 general elections, meant the reopening of the Ministry of Equality in January of 2020, led by left-wing minister Irene Montero. The arrival of a figure like Montero – combative even within her own coalition government – to the council of ministers is inexplicable outside the context of the feminist mobilizations of 2016 to 2019. Since that time, the work of the ministry, together with that of various civil society organizations, has served to make gender inequalities even more visible and to promote projects with an increasingly feminist and intersectional agenda, including those of historical dissemination.

Both academic publication and popular interest in a gender approach to ancient Roman women have continued to intersect with the Spanish feminist movement. For example, a series of conferences entitled Being a Woman in Rome were held at the National Museum of Roman Art in Merida, to celebrate International Women’s Day 2019. Similarly, in 2021 the graphic musical novel Julia Maior, el relato con sentido (Julia the Elder, the Meaningful Story) was published.16 It was created by six women, including an expert in Roman law, and is accompanied by an album with songs by the rapper La Furia. The singer is known for her incisive lyrics of social criticism and for using rap as a tool for feminist empowerment. In this case, she employs historical and mythological women from ancient Rome to criticize some inequalities that persist in the present, such as silenced female voices or gender violence. This initiative gave rise to various performances combining theatrical drama, reading and music together with talks on history by academics.17 Another example is the success of the book Soror: Mujeres en Roma (Soror: Women in Rome), published in the same year as the premiere of the docudrama analysed here and authored by one of its historical advisors and co-author of this very chapter.18

Among this diversity of cultural products that make connections between ancient Romen and modern Spanish women, described only briefly here, there is a work of fiction that is fundamental to understanding how the docudrama that we will analyse came to be produced. Santiago Posteguillo, Professor of English Studies, had been a bestselling author for a decade with his two trilogies of historical fiction novels, the first about Scipio Africanus (2006–9), and the second about Trajan (2010–16). Understanding the changes that Spanish society was experiencing in relation to women, not to mention accurately reading the market, in 2018 he published a new novel about ancient Rome with a woman as the main character: Yo, Julia. The novel, which puts the Roman empress Julia Domna (193–211 CE) at the centre of the narration, was another bestseller and won the prestigious Planeta award.

The making of El corazón del imperio
Against this background, El corazón del imperio, which premiered on 25 November 2021, International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women, was a statement of intent. Exploring how the idea emerged and what was the pre-production process enables us better to understand that intent. Before the project to produce the docudrama was approved, Santiago Posteguillo had been in contact with Israel del Santo, director of historical docudramas such as Templarios (2014), about the origins of the Knights Templar order, and Conquistadores: Adventum (2017), about the beginnings of the conquest of America. Both series had been produced by Global Set, a small Spanish production company to whose team Israel del Santo belongs and which, in 2018, had proposed to adapt for the small screen the trilogy of historical novels by Posteguillo centred on the figure of Scipio Africanus.19 Although that project was never ruled out, at the time they did not find the necessary funding to go ahead with it, and so it was put on hold. However, from the pay TV platform Movistar Plus+, in close contact with the production company Global Set, Posteguillo and del Santo received a proposal to make a documentary series about ancient Rome. The writer, considering the recent success of his award-winning novel Yo, Julia, suggested the subject of Roman women.20

The director Israel del Santo and his team at Global Set had already shown a particular interest in documentation and historical consultancy when producing the series. Understanding the budgetary limitations that documentaries often have, del Santo is critical of Spanish historical fiction that tends to seek commercial success, but whose level of documentation is practically non-existent and in which a highly ideologized and essentialist, patriotic narrative prevails. He has also pointed out the importance of considering different interpretations when dealing with a given historical event, in relation to which historians themselves may have divergent positions.21 Santiago Posteguillo has sought to stress that his novels have a high degree of historical rigour: they are, he claims, derived from an exhaustive process of documentation of which he leaves a record in the final appendices of each volume, compiling the academic references he says he has consulted. Yet, aside from all the creative inventiveness that a product of historical fiction requires, his novels are plagued by historical inconsistencies and anachronisms, and many of his press statements about Roman historical figures – with an evident desire to stimulate sales – have been strongly contested by professionals in the field of ancient history.22

Nonetheless, both the television director and the author were aware of the need for a well-trained team of advisors on the subject they intended to address. Initially, they contacted the publishing house Desperta Ferro, where one of the authors of this chapter, Patricia González (PhD in Ancient History and with complementary training in Gender Studies), was working at the time. What was initially intended as a one-off consultation ended up becoming a full-time historical consultancy, with her participation in the creative process of producing and editing the scripts and her presence on the film sets located in Spain. The consultancy process was very fluid, marked by dialogue and mutual understanding between the historian and the director, Israel del Santo, as well as the scriptwriter, Miguel Díaz de Espada. Without too much tension, a balance was struck between the more strictly historical content and the questions of production, budget, the collective view of Rome held by the potential audience, and so on. All in all, there was a consensus that the docudrama would tell a story about Roman women from a feminist approach, sensitive to the need to redress both the ancient sources on women and traditional scholarship. As González says in one episode, ‘history has always been the story of the great men, we have told the story of 2 per cent of the population’. The focus and approach changes completely in this docudrama.23

Both the director and the author have stated in interviews that they did not want to ‘fall into the error of it being only men who tell this story yet again’, and therefore decided to step aside so that women could take the floor.24 Thus, in January 2021, interviews were recorded with a varied team of female experts including, in addition to Patricia González as historical advisor: Amelia Castresana, PhD in Roman Law; Cristina de la Rosa, PhD in Classical Philology; María Engracia Muñoz, archaeologist and historian; Lidia San José, historian and actress; and Mireia Darder, PhD in Psychology.25 A particularly interesting aspect of this docudrama is that the experts’ comments do not always confirm or expand upon what is shown in the reconstructions, but often question them, disprove them or reread them based on a critical analysis of the ancient sources and acknowledgement of inherited patriarchal biases. It should be noted that a variety of linguistic registers was also chosen, from the more direct and colloquial – in line with other historical disseminators, such as Mary Beard or Emma Southon – to the more formal and scholarly. This reflected the diversity of approaches of the different experts, and could serve to connect with different audiences, including younger viewers open to more incisive feminist criticism.

Finally, Professor Julita Juan Grau carried out the translations of the script into Latin. The risky decision to shoot the dramatized scenes in that language was based on the creators’ aim to seek a high degree of historical veracity. It follows a trend that can be found in some other productions set in antiquity such as Sebastiane (1976), The Passion of the Christ (2004), Il primo re (2019), Romulus (2020–2) and Barbarians (2020–2). This is a relatively new trend which has seen the increasing presence of multilingual dialogue in feature films and, to an extent, in historical films, TV series and docudramas.26 In this regard, Professor Juan Grau gave several reasons for her enthusiasm about participating in the project: on the one hand, due to the potential for people to learn Latin through a documentary that used it as a living language and, on the other, the idea that different languages express different ways of understanding the world and that this could be key, not only to immerse the audience in a chronologically distant world, but also for the different actresses and actors to better connect with the character they were playing and their context.27

The documentary series is made up of six episodes, which do not follow a shared storyline beyond the generic theme of Roman women. Only two of them (II and III) are connected to each other in terms of a plotline. The rest have their own separate central theme, usually revolving around one or two main characters. In addition, all the episodes contain short digressions dealing with more specific issues (such as abortion, marriage, childbirth, prostitution, gender violence or rape) that in some way link back to the story of the main characters. All of the episodes are introduced and concluded by the presenter Santiago Posteguillo, and each includes scenes of dramatized re-creation interspersed with fragments of interviews with the experts, which add information, context or different nuances to the dramatic scenes.

The scenes of historical reconstruction in the series were shot between July and October 2020, that is, in a context marked by Covid-19. Filming took place in a few outdoor locations in the province of Valladolid, as well as in its Museum of Roman Villas which houses a reconstruction of a fourth-century Roman villa,28 and the Nu Boyana studios in Sofia (Bulgaria), the latter selected for its film set that re-creates an ancient Roman forum and streets.29 Some problems arising from Covid-19 and budget constraints prevented the historical advisor from being present for the scenes shot in Bulgaria. In addition, some of Posteguillo’s scenes as the narrator of the documentary, introducing the dramatized sequences and closing each chapter with a final assessment, were shot in the Roman theatre of Mérida and the Roman site of Italica.

A brief summary of the content of each episode follows in order to understand better the chapter’s subsequent analysis of the strategies used to challenge conventional screen histories of Roman women. The first episode is dedicated to those Roman women who committed violence and therefore lie outside the ancient Roman concept of femininity. To represent these transgressive women, the montage interweaves two main themes: that of gladiatorial women on the one hand, and a Roman-era theatrical representation of the myth of Medea on the other. The life of the female gladiators is portrayed through training scenes in the ludus, followed by a private combat between Achilia (Erika Sanz) and Aunia (María Granada), and a final combat between Achilia and Amazona (Joana Pastrana).30 One of the main issues tackled in the episode is abortion, which the gladiator Achilia goes through, and which forms part of the presentation of women who did not fit the traditional mould, in this case, in relation to motherhood. It makes the point that, precisely because she is infamous – like every gladiator – she might as well have an abortion, ‘because nobody cares’. The abortion scenes are viscerally explicit and the main advisor, who researched the issue in great depth,31 addresses it equally explicitly, drawing attention to images of the divine that would have surrounded such practices in ancient Rome. Like these gladiators, Medea’s theatrical representation shows to the Roman spectators (as well as to contemporary viewers) a mythological character unable to adapt to her gender role, turning into a villain responsible for tragic infanticide.

The second and third episodes focus on the figures of Fulvia (Sandra Escacena) and Cleopatra (Inty el Meskine). Here, the transversal theme linking the two is that of women who were associated with Mark Antony as respectively wife and mistress yet who transcended Roman gender roles and, finding a niche for their own political and even military agency, were denigrated by the ancient sources. These episodes reappropriate these figures from the ancient sources and provide a re-reading of certain crucial events from the end of the Republic, explained from the fresh perspective of these powerful women. This intertwined account of Fulvia and Cleopatra serves to introduce a variety of themes ranging from those usually associated with the female sphere, such as marriage, childbirth and motherhood (a facet practically ignored in the popular reception of Cleopatra) and the rituals of Bona Dea, to those traditionally associated with men, such as political violence, clientelism, proscription and war (areas in which these two characters also had agency).

The fourth episode focuses on the life of Livia Drusilla (Carolina Garrido), telling the story of a woman who played by the rules of the system and gender-assigned roles, and fulfilled what was expected of an ideal Roman matron as wife of Augustus, but who also fell victim to androcentric bias. The ancient historiographical handling of such a woman is foregrounded, and the episode questions the image of Livia given in the accounts of classical authors, and popularized through Robert Graves’s famous novel I, Claudius (1934) and the BBC adaptation of the same name (1976) in which she is portrayed as a sinister and perverse character.32 In the docudrama, this reviled image of a woman who achieved a position of power and prestige is contrasted with that of some male figures like Augustus, who have served as models of virtue and good government, regardless of the fact that they were autocratic, ruthless and directly responsible for many deaths not to mention the devastation inherent in the wars they unleashed. This episode also serves to introduce themes such as female fertility, marriage and divorce, the humiliations that a woman could suffer within marriage, and sexual violence against slaves – through an excursus on Hostius Quadra, a rich Roman slave-owner of the Augustan period who was murdered by his own slaves because of the violent sexual practices he exercised on them.33

The fifth episode is about Julia Maesa (Aitana Sánchez-Gijón), a powerful member of the Severan dynasty and sister of Julia Domna, wife of Septimus Severus, and her grandson the emperor Elagabalus, played here by a woman (Alba Luna). The underlying theme is that of transgressions of identity and norms, and the Roman reaction to such transgressions. Julia Maesa exercises political power despite her gender, and Elagabalus proves unable to adapt the civic, cultural and gender aspects of his identity to the standards expected of a Roman emperor. The main excursus in this episode is prostitution, which is introduced through a theatrical representation of Rome’s founding myth, eventually leading to a scene that suggests the emperor Elagabalus himself may have engaged in the work of prostitution in a brothel, disguised as a woman.34

The sixth and final episode focuses on the theme of women who suffer violence, whether in war, through collective repression (such as the banning of the Bacchanalia), through sexual violence (as in the rape of Lucretia) or individual repression (such as the punishment of a Vestal who, in breach of her vows, had sex with a man). The organization of women in response to such violence is also raised through the re-creation of the protests surrounding the Lex Oppia, a law established during the Second Punic War to restrict women’s wealth and its public display that was repealed in 195 BCE after the mobilization of Roman matrons against it.35

This mix of characters, themes and perspectives shows viewers some of the many aspects of being a woman that existed in Rome.36 It also conveys a complex and multifaceted image of Roman society, especially when compared to other productions set in this period, such as Netflix’s docudramas about the Roman Empire (2016–19) or about Queen Cleopatra (2023). There was never just one way of being a woman in ancient Rome, and this complex historical reality, it could be argued, is clearly shown in the docudrama while drawing on the conventions of audio-visual representations of the past.

Strategies used by the docudrama to show transgressions of gender norms
The author Santiago Posteguillo describes El corazón del imperio as a ‘transgressive’ series that ‘does not seek to retell history’ but ‘to tell it in its totality’. To exemplify this, he comments on the fact that the assassination of Julius Caesar has been narrated countless times in literature and film, but that ‘how Calpurnia, his wife, receives the corpse, or how the news reaches Cleopatra’ has not.37 However, the makers of the series actually did seek to ‘retell history’, since the main idea of the docudrama was to show in a multifaceted way how Roman women lived and what the gendered dynamics of power in that distant society were like. This ambition, improving on the hackneyed rhetoric of ‘women were there too’, is a good example of the application of gender history to an audio-visual format. As explained in the previous section, the series aspired to deal with issues related to gender in ancient Rome that intertwine with very current concerns. This extended not only to the plot, but also to the handling of certain details, metaphors, allegories and symbols. The series also explicitly used the repetition across its episodes of myths, scenes and plays as representative of how civic roles were continuously performed in terms of gender, such as in the cases of the tragedy of Medea or the myth of Lucretia.38

The series constantly questions the accounts of ancient sources and traditional historiography. This is done by contrasting the various contributions of the historical advisors with the dramatized scenes that strive to provide a more literal re-creation of a number of passages from the sources. There are some sequences in which this strategy of juxtaposition is made absolutely evident. The most obvious example occurs in the third episode when the fourth wall is broken (Figure 15.1) and, standing in front of a scene of Cleopatra and Mark Antony, are members of the team, including Posteguillo himself. The scene tries to re-create some of the main elements of Augustus’ propaganda against Cleopatra, as a manipulative witch who would have subdued the Roman triumvir. Posteguillo affirms that ‘there is still room for improvement’ and, after some changes to the scenery, adds:
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Figure 15.1 Cleopatra, Mark Antony and some of the production crew in a scene from ‘El corazón del imperio’. © Movistar Plus+/Global Set 2021.


Ah, yes. Now we have the whole picture. This is the image that Rome wants to give of Cleopatra. More than two thousand years have passed and still no one has managed to do away with it. It doesn’t matter that Cleopatra only had two known partners in her 39 years of life. She will always be the image of excess.39



At the end of the fourth and fifth episodes, a form of counterpoint is introduced between the experts’ comments and the dramatized scenes. In Episode 4, the idea of Livia as a suspect in the multiple deaths that occurred in the imperial family is just one of the possibilities that can be distilled from the sources so hostile to her image. The representation of Livia in her old age is sinister to the extent that she does not say a single word and appears only to dedicate herself to weaving (a practice considered ideal for elite Roman women) but as the consultants state, ‘if we were to judge her for murder, she would go unpunished; everything is circumstantial’ and ‘the sources do not tell us what she was thinking or what she wanted because no one cared’. The murder of Elagabalus and his mother is re-created in a loop in Episode 5 that shows different versions of the event. The great feast held by the emperor is restaged drawing on the more-than-obvious exaggerations of the sources and popular imagery – such as Alma-Tadema’s painting The Roses of Heliogabalus (1888). This is an image that the experts interviewed then call into question.

Also, some alternative and much lesser-known sources are introduced, which fit in very well with the focus of the series. According to Peter Keegan – who has analysed Fulvia’s depiction as a military woman in history, fiction and art – ‘engaging with Fulvia’s cultural tradition requires the critical reader to recognize the sometimes simplistic, occasionally simplifying, but always illuminating formulations of gender espoused by all our sources, ancient and modern’.40 Such is the case for the scene where Fulvia sends back to her legionaries a projectile on which ‘Fulvia the whore’ had been engraved and onto which she has added the words ‘She salutes you’ (Figure 15.2). The idea of this scene is to highlight Fulvia’s military agency, as well as her defiant attitude to the insults she received for being a woman outside the spheres society assigned to her. For this purpose, real epigraphic sources are used – the recovered slingshots from the siege of Perusia that were inscribed with sexual insults aimed at her,41 together with a possible reply from Fulvia of which there is no record.

In addition to questioning the sources, a series of production decisions were made that radically interrogate conventional strategies for the representation of Roman women on screen. There is not a single dialogue in the whole series between two women where they talk about a man, in contrast to so many productions that have limited female dialogue to just that.42 Even more significant are some of the male silences. Caesar, one of the best-known characters in the Roman world, does not say a single word in the episode about Cleopatra. In other cases, details such as the poem Octavian writes about Fulvia, or the beauty standards to which he holds his wife Livia, give a very different image of these men, far removed from that of ‘great statesmen’. In her old age, Livia does not say a word either, but in this case, it reflects the fact that we have no testimony from her – or any other woman – about what happened in her later life. This also conveys the idea that her reviled image at the end of Augustus’ reign is the product of a male account and is best omitted.
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Figure 15.2 Fulvia in the War of Perusia: El corazón del imperio. © Moviestar Plus+/Global Set 2021.

Furthermore, the objectification and hyper-sexualization of women so common in screen media is avoided in this docudrama. In fact, the ‘male gaze’ as described by Laura Mulvey as a key component of cinema’s visual pleasures is largely circumvented.43 There is only one episode, the fourth, which includes partial nudity and some scenes of sexual violence that are not overly graphic. Here, Livia is introduced in the lupercalia,44 in which she is beaten while bare-chested. However, this partial nudity serves as a metaphor for the fragility and defencelessness of the young Livia, in contrast to the final scene at Augustus’ funeral, where she is shown in her old age, wrapped in the ‘mantle of power’. The episode includes other scenes of sexual violence when the story of Hostius Quadra is recounted, though nothing is too explicit. All in all, that scene serves as an attempt to make plain the way in which puritanical Roman morality was enforced behind closed doors in reaction to a sexual scandal. The inclusion of more obviously theatrical scenes,45 sometimes using puppets, allows for savings in production costs but also conveniently permits a less explicit account of sexual violence. In the same way, the portrayal of the female gladiators moves away from the hyper-sexualized objectification typical in cinema and dramatizes a variety of ways women might have got involved in this practice (for example as a free woman, making a living or compelled by indebtedness), thus escaping the usual reductive association with the slave-gladiator.46

In the series, the subject of gladiators serves to show female characters involved in activities that are conventionally associated with the hyper-masculine in cinema and on television. The dramatization of the initial relationship between Achilia and Aunia in the ludus is somewhat reminiscent of the familiar pairing in Hollywood epics of Spartacus and Draba (Spartacus, 1960), Maximus and Hagen (Gladiator, 2000) and Milo and Atticus (Pompeii, 2014), each an attempt at a friendship conditioned by the possibility that they may end up having to face each other in the arena; a kind of tense camaraderie that cinema has only ever shown at work between male characters.

Similarly, some of the women in the series are shown to be occupying traditionally male spaces and roles. Viewers may empathize with the rage of some of the female characters, such as Fulvia in her personal vendetta against Cicero. The dramatization emphasizes that she plays precisely the same political game as her male counterparts. War is also a space for women, as in the case of Fulvia and her scenes in the re-creation of the Perusine War, and for Julia Maesa as she walks through the camp and the battlefield. Similarly, the instance where two women are shown rummaging through corpses on a battlefield is reminiscent of a scene from the second season of the series Rome (Episode 18, 2007) that closely parallels events at the end of the battle of Philippi. There, of course, the corpse raider is a male character.

In addition, themes more closely linked to womanhood and rarely considered in conventional screen media accounts of ancient Rome are handled in a number of ways. Childbirth and its implications are shown through Cleopatra and Livia, so as to compare two different cultural traditions for engaging in the same biological event. These births are dramatized as significant events in these women’s lives, and not as an introduction to the life of a new male character, which is often the function of on-screen re-creations of Roman childbirth.

It is worth noting the constant use of symbolic and metaphorical language that sometimes cuts across several episodes. One of the most significant of these is the metaphor that associates Roman women with the loom as a symbol of ideal femininity. It comes up for the first time in the theatrical re-creation of the myth of Medea, in which the protagonist plays the loom as if it were a harp, symbolizing that she is a woman incapable of adapting to conventional gender roles. Fulvia, on the other hand, is not directly connected to the loom, as she moves away from the gender stereotypes that were assigned to a Roman matron in the ancient sources and later re-creations of ancient Rome. Livia is shown weaving on numerous occasions throughout Episode 4 (Figure 15.3), to suggest that she is playing within the system, performing an ideal femininity, though ultimately it is she who dons the ‘mantle of power’. In the case of Julia Maesa, she is shown in several scenes sewing the clothes of high office of the young emperors, for it is she who has brought them into power.

A complex issue such as Elagabalus’ possible transsexuality is presented in the series through a version of the myth of Tiresias that Julia Maesa narrates to her grandson. While she tells Elagabalus how the gods turned the blind prophet into a woman, in the final scene, when it is Alexander Severus who is on the throne, Julia continues her story by concluding that Tiresias was ‘converted back into a man’. As the experts in the docudrama point out, we cannot affirm that Elagabalus was a trans person – nor can we affirm the opposite – but we can state with confidence that Roman society had the cultural means to contemplate the possibility of transgressions of gender identity.
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Figure 15.3 Livia weaving in El corazón del imperio. © Moviestar Plus+/Global Set 2021.

Another strategy of the series is to condense historical episodes and characters in order to maximize coverage. One example is again the figure of Julia Maesa in Episode 5, who condenses into her character elements of the biography of her daughter Julia Soaemias, as a way of representing the various kinds of agency that different elite women had at the time. The episode depicting the Roman women protesting against the Lex Oppia includes elements belonging to Hortensia’s speech, a much later historical event, but one that ties in with the subject of Roman women raising their voices against certain restrictions set by Roman law. This episode also makes use of symbolic language, when it represents the silent mobilization of women at night, as in a kind of funeral march. This depiction of the demonstrations against the Lex Oppia contrasts sharply with the information provided in Livy’s account of the event, which emphasizes the tumult and noise of the women taking over the business of the forum, thus highlighting their uncontrolled and inappropriate behaviour, by Roman standards.47 The funereal depiction suggests that the Roman matrons were claiming a share of the benefits of a long war that had cost the lives of their relatives.

What is undeniable is that the chosen themes deliberately appeal to issues of current concern in the context of the feminist turn in Spanish society: rape and sexual violence, other types of male violence against women, abortion, women’s mobilization and organization and even debates affecting the transgender community.

Following the methodologies deployed to interrogate screen media which represent the ancient world set out by experts such as Wyke, Davis, Richards and Theodorakopoulos,48 among others, we have examined the contemporary context of this docudrama’s production in twenty-first century Spain and, drawing on the detailed knowledge of one of the participants in its making, the creative choices that lie behind it, the agreements and limitations involved, its engagement with and interrogation of primary source material, historical narration and dramatic re-creation and its replication of and challenge to prior screen media. Moreover, in line with Rosenstone’s controversial invitation to see history films, and the visual media in general, ‘as a legitimate way of doing history’,49 we would argue that El corazón del imperio – with all its condensation, alteration and invention as well as its metaphoric and symbolic truths – can be considered a particularly interesting and ‘legitimate form of doing history’, one that critiques the misogyny both of the primary sources and of modern screen media re-creations. Taking into account the reviews of the docudrama,50 we can say that this production has been recognized as attempting to alter – for the better – the way in which many Spanish spectators read, perceive and think about women in ancient Rome.
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CHAPTER 16

AN EXPEDITION INTO AGENCY:
THE PORTRAYAL OF ROMAN WOMEN IN EXPEDITIONS: ROME

Kate Cook

The lack of female representation in ancient world video games has two key aspects: firstly sexist attitudes to women in games or the games industry and secondly player and publisher expectations of historical ‘authenticity’, and of the roles women in the ancient world can legitimately be seen to fulfil.1 Where women are allocated active roles in games set in ancient Rome, it has attracted outrage and accusations of ‘political correctness’, as in a controversy over the strategy game Rome: Total War 2 (2013) when the inclusion of female generals prompted player objections.2 Furthermore, at times, the balance between the desire for enjoyable and representative play experiences and historical authenticity leads to a superficial portrayal of gender difference, making the choice between playing as a female or male character solely cosmetic.

The advantages of video games for exploring and learning about history include their capacity to enable players to explore the situatedness of actors in a historical context as well as their capacity to explore counterfactual histories.3 As Adam Chapman notes, however, the underrepresentation of women as playable characters in historical video games often presents them as ‘subject to’ rather than ‘subjects in’ history, limiting the potential for this twin exploration from the perspective of women.4 By creating a female protagonist who must work within the confines of the patriarchal structures of Roman society, Expeditions: Rome (2022) instead takes advantage of this potential, enabling the player to explore the counterfactual rise of a woman to a leading military and political position, even that of sole empress gained by the player’s military conquest and political scheming. More significantly, by engaging with questions around gender in Roman society such as inheritance, sexism and the limits on access to military or political spheres, Expeditions: Rome provides a more historically situated exploration of Roman women’s lives than those games that consider no such problems because their protagonists are of interchangeable gender.

To some extent this is reflected in reviews, with one reviewer praising ‘the attempt to grapple with some pretty big questions’ through the attempts at wide-ranging representation of different perspectives across the game.5 However, another reviewer commented that this engagement ‘broke immersion’ because of its seeming historical inaccuracy, so while they engaged with questions around gender and slavery at a personal level (described by them as part of the ‘roleplaying’ experience), they did not seem to connect this process to their understanding of the historical context.6 The association of this kind of exploration in the form of identity play is often a particular feature of role-playing games.7 The game’s attempt nonetheless demonstrates the ways in which such situated approaches to history can be developed, and so takes an important step towards improved representation for Roman women in screen media, especially if we consider the importance of gameplay (or ludological) experience and not solely narrative or visual representation.8

This chapter explores the tensions between player agency, women’s representation and expectations of historical authenticity in Expeditions: Rome (2022).9 The framework for agency applied will be that developed by Bettine Bódi (2023). She identifies narrative agency (the player’s capacity to impact the story of the game), spatial-explorative agency (the player’s ability to move a character through the 3D space of the game), temporal-ergodic agency (the player’s ability to influence and operate within temporal structures represented in the game) and configurative-constructive agency (the player’s ability to change characters, avatar or the 3D space of the game world) as key elements of ‘agency’ across gameplay experiences. Expeditions: Rome (2022), created by Logic Artists and released by THQ Nordiq, was the third in a series following Expeditions: Viking (2017) and Expeditions: Conquistador (2013). All three allowed the player to play as a female protagonist, although Expeditions: Rome explores the gender-related implications of this choice most fully.10 Expeditions: Rome is a ‘tactical RPG’ game; there is a strong character and story-driven focus (the role-playing game, ‘RPG’, element), and gameplay features strategic handling of legion(s) and their resources, or small-scale conflicts where the player character and a small party of companions fight a turn-based combat (combat in which units take turns to act) to advance a particular mission.

The game starts in 74 BCE, with acts two and three set roughly in 69–68 BCE and 63 BCE respectively. The story begins with the murder of the protagonist’s father, precipitating the marriage of their sister to Vitellius Scaevola, a potential antagonist, and the protagonist is sent by their mother out of Rome to the military camp of the consul Lucullus for protection. The protagonist’s goal across the game will be to secure various Roman provinces (Asia Minor, Africa, Gaul), and prevent Vitellius Scaevola’s brother, Lurco, from killing them, overthrowing the Republic and installing himself as a new dictator. As such it positions the fictional protagonist roughly as a replacement for Julius Caesar, who is met and immediately dies in the game’s first mission. The protagonist, who is given a player-selected name at the start of the game, collects various named companion characters (each with their own backstory) around them as a core adventuring group. They then complete smaller missions along with this group, that includes the female companion characters Calida and Deianeira. The RPG element encourages players to shape a character through dialogue choices across the game: the protagonist can be a rude, imperialist power-grabber, a tolerant, lawful defender of the Republic, or many variations in between. Expeditions: Rome has been described as allowing the player to make ‘[their] own way through history’, and the developers emphasised its historical accuracy in details of language and visual representation.11

Both tactical or strategy games and RPGs are popular genres for historical games. Strategy games reflect the popular perception of ‘history’ as being a series of events driven primarily by the public activity of leading individuals, particularly the conduct of warfare. The seeming ‘gameability’ of warfare, and the development of many of these game genres from early tabletop wargames (often historical in focus), is likely also to have influenced the popularity of these genres for historical games.12 Games featuring warfare as a key element, as Expeditions: Rome does, have tended to represent especially limited female military involvement, as a result of an ongoing discourse of ‘idealized masculinity’ attached to warfare that makes women rare as protagonists or playable characters.13 These ideas about the integral role of warfare in history and the genres of these games mean that many do not feature women prominently, or, when they do, there tends to be additional player pushback.14 Conversely, role-playing games have tended to be celebrated as better venues for female representation (and have accordingly attracted more female players).15

Given its genre and historical setting in a strongly patriarchal society, Expeditions: Rome does not initially seem likely to be a positive example of female representation. To some extent, the game’s promotional paratexts play into this expectation; the cover art (Figure 16.1), features an imagined male protagonist and three male companions, with one female character, Calida, disguised in a hood, suggesting that only women who cannot easily be identified as such belong in the setting.
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Figure 16.1 Cover Art from Expeditions: Rome. Courtesy of THQ Nordic © 2022 THQ Nordic AB, Sweden. Developed by Logic Artists. All rights reserved.

Additionally, the game’s announcement trailer focuses on a male protagonist participating in combat (common for ancient world video-game trailers),16 although there are a couple of brief glimpses of Calida again.17 The release trailer does briefly show female characters, including a female protagonist, but the latter appears only in a zoomed-out combat scene, so is difficult to identify, and the first female voice (Calida’s) is only heard two minutes and ten seconds into a two-and-a-half minute trailer.18 The promotional contexts of historical games are important for establishing the expectations of historical representation they provide for players.19 The paratexts of Expeditions: Rome thus represent the historical Roman world of the game as one dominated by men, with limited roles for a female figure.20

Upon playing the game itself, the game world continues to seem male-dominated in its initial stages, especially if the player chooses to play a male protagonist. There are female characters who feature as non-player-characters (NPCs) and companion party members, but all except one of them (Calida again) is met significantly later in the game. Studies have shown that a firm impression of a game is developed within the first hour21 and, within the first hour of Expeditions: Rome, Calida is the only female character potentially encountered by the protagonist (and accordingly the player), and is in fact pretending to be a man called ‘Julius Calidus’.22 This disguise is not entirely convincing; the protagonist can rudely announce ‘There’s something off about you’ in their second conversation, and later ask about ‘Calidus’s’ age. Even with this scepticism, however, Calida’s presence, given her disguise, does not change the entirely male impression of the first hour of gameplay.23

The possibility of playing as a female protagonist is, however, significant. The choice of gender of a protagonist, along with customisation options such as skin colour and hairstyle, gives the player a degree of ‘configurative agency’.24 Between 2017 and 2021, only 20.8 per cent of the ‘biggest selling’ games that were released featured a female protagonist.25 The statistics are significantly worse for ancient world video games with a historical setting: of the 190 games listed in the Paizomen database at the time of writing, only thirteen include either an optional or mandatory female protagonist: that is 6.8 per cent.26 Of these, eight games enable players to choose the protagonist’s gender: the remaining five have female-only protagonists. In some studios, the offering of female protagonists has been a contested topic; in Ubisoft, for example, in a context of widespread sexual harassment and discrimination within the company, developers were told that they could not have a female-only protagonist for 2018’s Assassin’s Creed: Odyssey since a game led solely by a female protagonist ‘would not sell’.27 Both Odyssey and the follow-up Valhalla therefore featured interchangeable male/female protagonists.

Although this may seem in many ways a positive step, the representation of women we see in Assassin’s Creed turns out to be limited. Ubisoft’s male/female protagonists are completely interchangeable; they are voiced by different actors, but gameplay quests, almost all dialogue, and mechanics such as combat remain the same regardless of the gender of the protagonist.28 To some extent, development of overly ‘gendered’ gameplay, such as limited gameplay experiences for female characters or, for example, use of stealth mechanics to represent ‘realistic’ female movement, are problematic, as they can present female characters as being particularly unenjoyable or difficult for players to take on.29 However, if there is no differentiation at all, this can lead to an inauthentic representation of gender, where female characters effectively play a reskinned ‘male story’.30 This kind of a-gendered gameplay cannot reasonably be considered the representation of a woman’s historical experience (even if she is fictional). Some players commented on this problem in Assassin’s Creed, arguing, for example, that ‘like it or not, gender played a much bigger part in history, and I kind of think it’s insulting to women by effectively ignoring those stories’.31

Where Expeditions: Rome takes a different approach, therefore, is by striking a balance between limiting gameplay, and importing sufficient ‘historical sexism’ to present a different experience if the player chooses a female protagonist.32 The developers commented on a discussion of gameplay limits that ‘Players could’ve felt penalized for choosing a certain gender. That’s [why] we have not gated content.’ and made it clear that this was undesirable.33 Instead, most of the places where gender becomes an issue are in the dialogues which shape character presentation but do not impact mechanics or progress through gameplay. From the first moments of the game, the female protagonist’s status as a woman is raised by the characters around her in the dialogues designed to develop the character’s story, as in Figure 16.2, when Caeso (who will be a companion throughout the game) suggests that the protagonist will, as a woman, have no involvement with the war. The dynamics of this conversation are also visibly gendered as the protagonist at this point wears her ‘civilian clothes’, while Caeso appears in armour (Figure 16.2).34 Later in the game, the protagonist has access to armour to be worn during campaigning sections of the game, which will lessen the distinctions between the two character models, but here Caeso’s attempted separation of the protagonist from the content of the game focused on warfare appears not only in the dialogue but also in its visuals. Caeso also addresses the female protagonist directly as ‘young woman’ in this scene and exclaims ‘Let’s see if you’re as formidable a woman as Lucullus said’, when the party is attacked by pirates.
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Figure 16.2 Caeso addresses the female protagonist in the opening scenes of the game. Screenshot from Expeditions: Rome. © Courtesy of THQ Nordic & Logic Artists.

Throughout the first scenes of the game, therefore, the protagonist’s gender is both acknowledged and problematized by the first significant NPC with whom she interacts. Upon arrival at Lucullus’ camp, Caeso repeats the proposed limitations on the protagonist’s participation in the war on account of her gender: ‘I want to make sure we’re on the same page. You are not here to fight.’ If the player chooses to respond that they wish to fight and are not a ‘delicate flower’, Caeso replies, ‘To be honest, I don’t think it is wise to send one’s daughter to war. Actually I think it is insane.’ These dialogue options (among others discussed below) have attracted criticism from players who found the characters’ sexism frustrating and feared that these proposed limitations would impact on their experience of the gameplay. For example, Kirara (2022) said ‘I was about to uninstall, because I was disgusted of how my female char gets treated in this game’, and realTadokoroKouji (2022) on the same thread described themselves as ‘sick of it’. Significantly, both players feared that this treatment would impact on their narrative agency, by preventing their reaching certain game endings – when Kirara was reassured that this was not the case, they decided to continue playing.35 Caeso’s comments also imply limits to spatial-explorative agency, suggesting that the player of a female protagonist will be prevented from exploring ‘the battlefield’ – in fact no such spatial limitations are based on gender at any point in the game.36 It turns out that Lucullus disagrees with Caeso, and insists on the protagonist joining a group of elite infiltrators (termed speculatores), so that this potential threat to player experience is immediately neutralized.37 Caeso’s comments are revealed to be part of the ‘framing narrative’ of the game, in the terms developed by Chapman for analysis of historical games, rather than the ludonarrative that will be experienced through play.38

After the player successfully completes the initial missions, the protagonist reaches a position of command as a legatus. If the player has chosen a female protagonist, she can raise the question of whether the legions will follow her, and then is told that most of them will not know she is female, as she will communicate orders through her praefectus and primus pilus. It is only after a successful campaign in Greece that Lucullus publicly reveals that his new legatus is a legata, to some surprise among familiar historical figures who appear in the game. Cicero comments ‘A woman led the legion? This young girl, in her pretty dress?’ Cato asks whether it is a ‘joke’, supported by an unnamed civilian who says, ‘It must be some sort of jest. A woman in charge of a legion.’

The female protagonist’s gender continues to be reflected in dialogue throughout the game, by both allies and antagonists. The leader of Mysia comments when first met, ‘What a strange sight, a woman dressed in soldier’s clothes’, and Archelaus, the first enemy ‘boss’ faced by the party exclaims, ‘Who told you it’s fine to interrupt when the men are talking?’ Pompeius also complains, ‘You should be glad you have even one legion, considering you are a woman.’ The title of the protagonist’s role itself causes some discussion, which reflects the developers’ interest in the correct use of Latin, as well as their engagement with questions of gender.39 The protagonist’s mother recommends that rather than using legata, ‘I think you had best stick to the masculine form of the title, lest too many blood vessels burst from anger’, and Cato meanwhile asks whether he should address her as Legata, at which point the protagonist can say that ‘There is no such word.’

At times, the use of gendered dialogue becomes explicitly misogynistic – challenging the female protagonist. In a conversation with Cato, if the protagonist expresses a philosophical view he dislikes, he describes it as: ‘Compassion combined with a profound lack of imagination. Sometimes I forget you’re a woman after all.’ Syneros, one of the companion characters, claims ‘It is known that women are deceptive by nature’, and when asked whether this means the protagonist too, says only to her ‘I – I don’t really think of you as a woman.’ Calida too is described by another character as ‘generally deceptive’ in a scene in Rome, suggesting persistent stereotyping. In a mission where Lurco and his associate Marcellus are speaking about the possible death of the protagonist, Marcellus says, ‘If you want that cunt dead, we can just kill her.’40

Along with the dialogue changes, a gender-specific side quest is added at the end of the game’s Act Two, after Lucullus has died, that adds further ‘flavour’ to playing as a female protagonist. True to his support for the protagonist throughout the game, Lucullus has planned to leave them a sizable inheritance. However, anticipating problems with a woman inheriting, Lucullus has left the fortune to her husband (somewhat ahistorically) where the protagonist is female, and so the spectre of marriage is raised. Conveniently, Cato then arrives to have dinner and, if the right dialogue options are chosen, proposes marriage, either with affection or as a business arrangement.41 This marriage is explicitly linked to the female protagonist’s need to operate in patriarchal Rome. Following his description of Rome as a ‘man’s world’, and as part of his proposal, Cato says to the protagonist: ‘Whatever your plans are, they will be difficult to bring to fruition as a woman. Certain things cannot legally be done by you.’42 The focus on heterosexual marriage in this quest mirrors a general trend towards ‘normative’ heterosexuality in games beyond the historical.43 However, the ‘romance’ options for the protagonist are not exclusively heterosexual: Caeso and the female former gladiator Deianeira can be romanced by a protagonist of either gender, while romances with Calida and Bestia (a male former gladiator) are limited to a male and female protagonist respectively.44 There is some additional historical inaccuracy in this scene beyond Cato’s solution; during her conversation with Cato, before he has proposed, the female protagonist can say, ‘I can’t even own property. I fail to see how this will help me?’ This is incorrect; Roman women under their own power, rather than their fathers’, could own property, so in this instance the game developers overplay the impression of a historical patriarchy established through the quest and limit female plot options more than necessary.45

The influence of this choice on gameplay is minor. The protagonist may already be in a romance with a companion by this stage, developed as part of character customization and individual choice of flavour within the game rather than central to the plot. As this later marriage is proposed as primarily a business arrangement, any romance initiated by the player can go on (or not) regardless of the marriage – it continues to be the player’s choice. Nothing else in the game is affected by marriage to Cato beyond some minor dialogue and Cato’s final scenes at the end of the game, where his fate is affected by the outcome of his ‘wife’s’ choices. Some additional funds (the inheritance) are awarded after the marriage, but this does not significantly impact playability. As a result, none of the player’s agency is impacted by this representation of limited female power, only the character’s.

When the player reaches the end of the game, they have some major decisions to make: whether to cross the Rubicon with their legion and then, if they do so, whether to turn themselves over for punishment, accept exile, or set themselves up as a new emperor/empress. These choices remain open to male and female protagonists equally, so the player’s narrative agency to play out the counterfactual history that they desire remains intact.46 Dialogue around the final scenes continues to be gendered, sometimes abusively so. When the protagonist speaks to Cotta before the final conflict, for example, he says, ‘You are an arrogant bitch with no respect for our traditions or the wisdom of our founding fathers.’ Some of the game’s epilogue scenes also make a point of the character’s gender, as in Figure 16.3 where emphasis is laid on the idea that the protagonist’s path has developed through her interaction with and resistance to the patriarchy of Rome. Other epilogues include lines such as ‘A woman pushed to her limits by a corrupt and rigid system that would afford her no power through legitimate means’ and, ‘Perhaps it was fitting that a society that had always been built on patriarchal values was in the end undone by a woman.’ The visuals of the closing scenes also often make the protagonist’s gender apparent, by having her appear as a character in the associated scenario, even if the specific character model chosen for play is not represented (Figure 16.3). However, as all endings are available to a protagonist of either gender, this type of gender recognition remains flavour only.
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Figure 16.3 Epilogue scene, reached by the protagonist invading Rome but then retreating into exile and declining to make herself empress. Screenshot from Expeditions: Rome. © Courtesy of THQ Nordic & Logic Artists.

There are of course some idealized aspects of the representation of female power and agency in late Republican Rome here; it is convenient that Cato is keen to propose a political marriage that will not impair any of the protagonist’s other activities (even her adultery), for example. It is helpful that Lucullus apparently has a gender-blind approach to the protagonist’s (and Calida’s) value as a fighter and commander, and that the fiction of working through other officers proves successful until it is rendered unnecessary by the protagonist’s success. Nonetheless, by adding in these dialogue and quest elements without impairing player agency, Expeditions: Rome makes a genuine attempt at presenting slightly different stories for male and female protagonists, in a way which is rare for historical video games, and thus makes some attempt at representing a Roman woman’s potential (if unlikely) experience.

This is not the only area in which Expeditions: Rome demonstrates willingness to represent female characters as part of the Roman Republic the game has created. There are two female companions who will join the protagonist’s party across the game: Calida and Deianeira (a Scythian gladiator who can be freed and recruited). Deianeira’s role as a female warrior is justified through her Scythian cultural context: ‘Mother taught me. Is not so unusual in Scythia. Women hunt and fight. I know, is weird here.’ As a female gladiator, she also appears in a role which is historically realistic, if uncommon.47 Interestingly, Roman treatment of women is explicitly raised in conversation with Deianeira, when she indicates that she finds Romans’ attitudes to her gender particularly othering: ‘There is a strange way people talk to me. Not because I am foreign, I think – but because I am woman. That I don’t like.’ She thus invites the player to look beyond the inclusion of female characters to consider the misogyny and racism of the game’s historical context. In this regard Deianeira improves upon the limited and un-intersectional approach to identity discussed as problematic by Adrienne Shaw, although given these brief conversations are the only place where such issues are raised, there is a great deal more that could be done.48 Deianeira’s relationship with the protagonist also reflects their shared experience of being women. At one point she says, ‘You and me, we know what it is like to be a woman in this part of the world.’ Calida too can respond to the protagonist being a woman when she reveals her own sex by indicating that she knows the protagonist would have understood, making the relationships between women a brief but meaningful part of the portrayal of these companions if the protagonist is female.49

In other respects, however, Calida is disappointingly stereotypical in comparison to Deianeira. Initially, Calida indicates that her choice of a life in the legion is about access to activity and a lifestyle which she cannot otherwise have. The protagonist can remark to Caeso that ‘It’s clear she is unhappy about how women are supposed to live in the city’, and both at the end of the game and in her own side quest, her preferred activities are described as ‘unwomanly’ by characters and by the closing narration. Her brother makes the accusation that their father ‘died of grief because his only daughter acts as if she’s a man’. Some of this discussion makes it into ambient dialogue (comments triggered and heard when the protagonist runs past NPCs that do not lead to a full conversation), in which her situation mirrors the situation of the protagonist, and her skill is respected despite her gender. At one point in camp a soldier says, ‘Women in the legion … by Mars, what is the world coming to?’ However, another responds: ‘You’d better respect Calida. She was hand-picked by Lucullus. I’ve seen her put an arrow through a man’s eye at fifty paces.’ Caeso similarly will say that ‘Calida’s already shown us that women can have a place in war.’ However, in the second part of the game, the player discovers that Calida is also an accidental mariticide, having pushed her controlling husband down some stairs during an argument, and so she is in the legion partly to hide. This discovery is frustrating, as it reiterates an ancient and persistent stereotype whereby the woman who seeks to make her own decisions is also actively dangerous to men.50 The ‘dangerous’ femme fatale type is also a common stereotype of female video-game characters.51

There are also female NPCs across the game, so that examples of female representation are not limited to the ‘heroes’ of the story.52 Possibly the most famous woman in video-game receptions of classical antiquity makes an appearance among them: Cleopatra (dislocated approximately ten years out of time).53 Unfortunately, the Cleopatra we see is a heavily stereotyped version. She is relatively clever in strategies against her brother, but she is also strongly sexualized (including through her bronze-age Egyptian-style costuming), and can be flirted with or become a secondary romance option for the male protagonist in the second half of the game, leaning into the common reception of Cleopatra as ‘mistress’ explored by Maria Wyke.54 As a result she falls into the ‘sexy Cleopatra’ pattern seen throughout her reception in video games, which is a missed opportunity for a more nuanced representation.55 Other examples of female NPCs include priestesses, including the ‘Asclepian Priestesses’ who appear in combat as medics for the Greek armies. Female civilians and craftspeople are found having conversations with one another or going about their business across the game’s ancient world. Female leaders and warriors even appear, particularly in the cultures met in Gaul and Asia, and the protagonist can work with the influential widow of a former leader in Asia Minor. Male and female fighting units of various kinds appear in the game’s loading screens (static screens of image and text which display while the game is loading). These examples work against the presentation of an overly male-dominated picture of the world in the first century BCE.

In Rome itself, however, Deianeira’s complaint about the treatment of women is borne out, and the game develops a more stereotypical set of roles for women, especially closer to home for the protagonist. As in an unfortunate number of ancient world video games, the protagonist’s female relatives exist primarily to suffer and thus motivate the protagonist to act, as in Ryse: Son of Rome or the God of War series, with both Kratos’ murder of his wife and daughter and the death of his second wife.56 The marriage of the protagonist’s sister into the family of her antagonists in the opening scenes of the game positions her primarily as hostage, and in the game’s final quests Calida even describes the sister as having that status. In the transition between the second and third acts of the game, the protagonist’s mother can be killed dramatically to move the narrative forward to a revenge-focused plot point. If a quest earlier in the game has been completed differently, it is the sister rather than the protagonist’s mother who dies. Either way, one of the protagonist’s female relatives, whatever the gender of the protagonist, must usually die to establish the revenge narrative.

Thus the representation of NPCs and player companions in Expeditions: Rome is at times disappointingly stereotypical. However, the widespread inclusion of these female characters continues to form part of an attempted balance between historical world-building, inclusion and player agency. This balance is developed most fruitfully in the depiction of a female protagonist who is responded to as female, without compromising gameplay. By this means, Expeditions: Rome takes a much more active approach to the representation of women in historical video games than many in the genre. In doing so, it demonstrates some of the opportunities for understanding history from gendered perspectives that video games can possess, as well as presenting a particularly interesting example of the modern screen representation of Roman women.
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CHAPTER 17

RE-WRITING TELEVISUAL MONSTERS:
LIVIA AND ATIA IN FAN FICTION

Amanda Potter

Most Roman women on television, like Roman women in ancient sources, begin their fictional lives through the words of male writers. This is true of the BBC series I, Claudius (1976), the HBO–BBC series Rome (2005–7) and the more recent Sky series Domina (2021–3). Even though each series includes strong female characters portrayed by talented actresses and some women involved in the overall production, they were all created by male showrunners.1 Commercial concerns are the priority for television series, in their aim to capture a wide audience comprising all genders. Fan-fiction writers, however, have no such commercial concerns, as they are writing for fellow fans within a gift economy. They are also predominantly female.2 Fan fiction therefore provides us with an opportunity to understand how female fan writers respond to televisual ancient women in their own creative work.

In this chapter, I analyse representations of the characters of Livia and Atia in fan fiction based on the television series I, Claudius and Rome to understand the extent to which fan-fiction writers do not follow the lead of televisual depictions but instead provide more nuanced and sympathetic portrayals, often written from the point of view of the female characters themselves. In fan fiction, television’s Roman women become their own mediators, freed from the voices of male screenwriters and the male viewpoint of other characters – particularly Claudius in I, Claudius (drawing on the emperor as first-person narrator in Robert Graves’s books I, Claudius and Claudius the God) and the fictional ordinary soldiers Pullo and Vorenus (who drive forward the narrative arc of Rome). To understand how fan writers choose to rewrite the characters of Livia and Atia, I have surveyed relevant stories in English in the large online repository of choice for many female fan writers, Archive of Our Own (AO3) (https://archiveofourown.org).3 I have excluded fiction that crosses over with other modern media fandoms (so, for example, stories that are based on both Rome and Doctor Who) and fiction where Livia and Atia are minor characters, but included stories that are based on both the historical characters and their television representations, and crossovers between I, Claudius and Rome. The sample size is not large: in total for I, Claudius only seven of the twenty-three stories published on AO3 up to the end of July 2024 list Livia as a character, for Rome only six out of 326 list Livia (with one of these a crossover with I, Claudius) and a further eighteen feature Atia. Fan writers are most interested in writing about relationships between their favourite characters (primarily but not exclusively romantic), and a broad search (including crossovers and stories not in English) reveals eighty-eight stories featuring Vorenus as the most popular character from Rome. However, with over thirty stories included in my sample, I can perform an in-depth analysis of some of them, focusing on the use of point of view and interaction with specific television scenes.

If we are to believe Tacitus, Livia, first Empress of Rome, probably had a hand in the deaths of Augustus’ grandsons, Caius, Lucius and Postumus Agrippa, as well as the death of Augustus himself.4 The historian’s ultimate verdict is that the empress was ‘terrible to the State as a mother, terrible to the house of the Caesars as a stepmother’.5 The less well-known Atia, mother of Augustus, is chosen by Tacitus as an example of a good Roman matron and mother, alongside Cornelia and Aurelia, famous for piety, modesty, and for directing the education of her son.6 As we know so little about the historical Atia, Rome’s historical consultant Jonathan Stamp indicates that its Atia draws on ‘other women who I think Atia might have been like’, and he cites ‘Clodia, the great scarlet woman of the age, absolutely scandalous and she represented the polar opposite of all the traditional virtues of the Roman matron’.7 In Rome, Atia is therefore written as ‘an anti-heroine, an arch manipulator, a stirrer of trouble’, according to executive producer, Bruno Heller,8 a monstrous woman to match Livia in I, Claudius. And when the young Livia herself is introduced late in the series, viewers are encouraged to draw parallels between the two women.

Award-winning Welsh actress Siân Phillips played Livia as Tacitus’ murderous empress in the BBC series I, Claudius in 1976. Then a mature and successful stage and screen actress, she convincingly (and chillingly) brings Livia to life from middle-aged wife to Augustus and mother to Tiberius and Drusus to elderly great-grandmother of Caligula. In the HBO–BBC series Rome (2005–7), a younger Livia played by Alice Henley is introduced towards the end of the second and final season as the bride of Gaius Octavius. Here the young Livia is outwardly quiet and reserved, a perfect wife for the ambitious soon-to-be Caesar, and the opposite of his domineering, promiscuous and murderous mother Atia, a major character throughout the two seasons of the series, played by popular English actress Polly Walker. However, in private, Livia becomes a strong and worthy rival to Atia showing hints of the powerful and dangerous character she will become. How, then, do fan-fiction writers respond to this historical record of monstrosity and its use in television dramas?

The culture of historical fan fiction
AO3 was set up in 2008 by the nonprofit Organization for Transformative Works to host fan stories for the predominantly female fan writing community (the name of the archive was based on Viginia Woolf’s essay ‘A Room of One’s Own’, invoking the importance of creating a space for women to write).9 AO3, unlike the other large general online database of fan fiction, FanFiction.Net, also permits adult content, allowing writers to include content of a sexual and/or violent nature that would not be possible on television, particularly for I, Claudius as it was broadcast on BBC1 in the 1970s. Even Rome, a series co-produced between the BBC and the US premium channel HBO, known for screening sex and violence before Rome in series such as The Sopranos and Deadwood, does not include explorations of extreme torture and rape. These topics, however, are the subject of stories by (albeit a small number of) fan writers. Within my sample, some are denoted by the content-warning tag ‘dead dove do not eat’,10 and require readers to choose to accept adult content by clicking on a radio button. It may be that writers feel more able to explore mature themes within an ancient Roman context, given that ancient Rome on film and television is regularly depicted as a ‘pornotopia’,11 such as in the full-frontal nudity and scenes of violent sex in Starz’s Spartacus.12

In addition to applying content warnings on occasion, fan writers using Archive of Our Own (and other databases) will write within a fandom or fandoms, here defined as a description of the media text or other source that the writer is responding to. Like all writers they are influenced by more than one source text, and in many cases will include a number of fandoms in the metadata for their story, so as well as I, Claudius the television series, writers might include Robert Graves’s novels, and Ancient History RPF (Real Person Fiction) among others.13 Even where multiple fandoms are not included by writers in AO3, they may have drawn on multiple sources, including historical texts, epic films, published novels and other television series, as well as the work of other fan writers. After choosing the fandom or fandoms within which to situate their work, the writer will include the category or categories of fiction (so for example F/M to denote a heterosexual relationship, and/or M/M or F/F for a same-sex relationship, or Gen. for general fiction, where a relationship is not the primary theme) and will use searchable tags to allow readers to find their work. These tags include names of characters (such as Livia Drusilla), relationships also known as pairings, denoted by a backslash between names (Gaius Julius Caesar Octavianus or Emperor Augustus/Livia Drusilla) and indications of genre and content (such as Humour, Angst).

There continues to be a greater number of male slash stories compared to femslash, with its origins in the 1960s Kirk/Spock Star Trek fan fiction, where female writers struggled to find inspiring female protagonists to write about.14 However, there is a growing interest in femslash, and this trend is supported by the increase in interesting female protagonists available for fans to write about. The Xena/Gabrielle fan fiction responding to the television series Xena: Warrior Princess (1995–2001) is a key example.15 Writers will also supply a short summary of their story, often just one sentence, and notes. The notes might include historical details or whom the story was written for, if the story was written as a gift for another fan. Such gifts are often part of a challenge to write for specific fandoms and/or relationships, including ‘remix’ challenges to build on and remix the work of another writer. As fan writers work within a community, writers will often acknowledge other members of the community who inspired them or helped them. Fan readers can also comment on published work using the comments box at the end of the story, and those comments can be responded to in turn by writers, forming an active dialogue.

The body of work on AO3 continues to grow, with new stories added for I, Claudius and Rome at the time of writing in July 2024. It is highly unlikely that any fan writers for I, Claudius watched the series when it was first broadcast in the 1970s. With television series available as box sets on DVD and reshown on some television channels, fans can watch and re-watch episodes long after they were first broadcast. The ready availability of television series plays a key part in fandom, and so Domina, a female-centred series that we might think would appeal to fan writers has not garnered the volume of viewers enjoyed by other shows,16 as it was aired on the expensive premium channels Sky Atlantic in the UK and Epix (later rebranded MGM+) in the United States. As scholars are still developing theoretical frameworks to apply to fan fiction (and particularly historical fan fiction and femslash), we should think of this study, like the works on AO3, as a ‘work in progress’, even when the source texts are television series broadcast and concluded some time ago. As fan-fiction scholars Busse and Hellekson state:


Scholarly understanding of fans and their relationship to one another, to the source text, and to the texts they generate is constantly being revised and rewritten. As fan academics, we inhabit a fluid space that needs to be continuously revised and reconsidered.17



Fan writers posting to AO3, unlike television writers and producers, are not constrained by censorship or commercial concerns, and this provides the freedom to explore themes that interest them.18 Fan fiction, then, provides a useful body of work to help us understand what interests viewers about the ancient world, and what more they want of or from these media texts.19 As Henry Jenkins stated in his early and influential work on fan fiction, Textual Poachers (1992), fan-fiction writers are engaged in stretching the boundaries of the media text ‘to incorporate their concerns, remolding its characters to better suit their desires’.20 This is as true today when female viewers are presented with a (male) television writer’s version of strong female characters of the Roman past, as it was in the late twentieth century when Jenkins engaged with female Star Trek fans who were struggling to find any female characters to relate to and therefore created their own stories in paper zines. In 2014, after the internet (and online repositories such as AO3) had made such a difference to a fan’s ability to engage with a wide community and share her transformative works, Hellekson and Busse find that the world of fandom has ‘changed entirely’ but is also ‘one that is not all that different’ from the early days of fan-fiction writing, as fan writers continue to focus on characters and their relationships.21

To date historical fan fiction has not been a subject of much scholarly interest. A rare exception in relation to the ancient world is Sabine Müller’s work on fan fiction featuring the character of Drypetis, a Persian princess who married Hephaistion. Müller finds that she is subordinated to the romance writers are really interested in, that of Alexander/Hephaistion.22 However, the body of fan fiction based on media products set in the historical or mythical past is constantly increasing, and we can expect that academic interest will follow.23 History blogger Sarah Carlisle suggests that historical television drama serials ‘present fans with an emotional, not just factual, exploration of history’ and the historical fan-fiction stories that continue to be produced tend to be ‘intimate character studies set within a particular social and political time period’.24 Fan fiction’s focus on character and relationships allows writers and readers to reinterpret historical figures in new ways. In this chapter, I explore how writers negotiate the characters of Livia and Atia and their relationships through the lens of media texts, and particularly to what extent, if at all, writers choose to follow the negative readings of those Roman women posited in those texts.

I, Livia: using Livia’s point of view in fan fiction
In the ‘proposed treatment’ document for the 1976 series I, Claudius that pitched the idea to the BBC, Livia is described as ‘the most significant figure in the first half of Claudius’ life … a woman of immense intelligence and ferocious will-power’ but also ‘a monster’, and an ‘aging harridan’.25 Livia is the character who drives the plot throughout the first half of the series from her introduction in the first episode, ‘A Touch of Murder’, through to her death in episode seven ‘Queen of Heaven’. She first appears in the second scene of the first episode sprawling on a couch with Augustus. She is silent while the men speak, until addressed directly by her husband when he asks her opinion about a cake. In voiceover, Claudius undercuts this seemingly harmless domestic enquiry by telling us that Augustus is ‘a remarkable man, but even more remarkable was Livia, his second wife. If Augustus ruled the world Livia ruled Augustus … Her mind always turning, always scheming.’

Rome, meanwhile, introduces us instead to a young Livia as the prospective wife of Octavian in the episode ‘A Necessary Fiction’, towards the end of the second and final season of 2007. Like the older Livia in I, Claudius, the Livia of Rome first appears as a woman modestly dressed and acting in accordance with the mores of Roman society. Octavian describes her as ‘very presentable’. She is, however, unfazed when Octavian tells her he may beat her for his ‘sexual pleasure’, but later it is Livia who is shown slapping him and putting her hands around his neck to achieve his erotic asphyxiation (‘Deus Impeditio Esuritori Nullus – No God Can Stop a Hungry Man’, 2.9, see Figure 17.1). Outside the bedroom, in the few scenes where she does appear, she is characterized by her outward lack of emotion, and her wish to dominate not only Octavian but also her mother-in-law Atia. As both of these versions of Livia conceal their emotions in most scenes, fan-fiction writers have the opportunity to reveal her otherwise absent motivations and emotions.


[image: ]
Figure 17.1 Livia shows her dominance and slaps Octavian during this sex scene, in HBO Rome Season 2, Episode 9 (2007). © Home Box Office, Inc.

The nine fan-fiction stories on AO3 that feature Livia as a primary character draw on her characterization in I, Claudius, Rome or both series and whether written in the first person or the third-person close (adhering to the perspective of a single character), they delve deeply into Livia’s thoughts and feelings. The relationship that interests the writers of these stories the most is the romantic and/or sexual relationship between Livia and Octavian (five stories across both fandoms). These stories are also divided between those inspired by a specific television scene or scenes adding detail to them, and those that draw on the character from the series while adding material that lies outside the scope of the episodes.

Two of the Livia/Octavian stories built from Rome, ‘Harder’ by Nary and ‘Whip Hand’ by Vaznetti, are based on the short scene where Livia hits Octavian during sex. With reference to this depiction of BDSM and television audience responses to it, the scholar Anna McCulloch finds that the change from Octavian wanting to beat his wife to accepting the role of a submissive to Livia’s ‘domme’ is ‘the clearest, most efficient way to emphasize to a modern audience how thoroughly and how quickly Livia is establishing and exerting influence over her husband’.26 Both Nary and Vaznetti build on this scene by emphasizing Livia’s dominance, using different points of view. Nary’s short, sexually explicit story of 558 words bridges the gap between Octavian’s words about striking Livia in the earlier scene, and the sex scene where she is the one striking him. Told from Octavian’s point of view, in their first sexual encounter he slaps her, causing bruising, and in their second he uses a whip, drawing blood. In their third encounter, he slaps her and she hits him back. He then realizes that he enjoys it so, when she slaps him again, he asks for the next blow to be ‘Harder’, and afterwards when she asks ‘was that to your liking’ he replies ‘very much’. Although using Octavian’s point of view, Nary draws a picture of a Livia who hides her feelings behind her ‘placid smile’ but also asserts her dominance; when she hits him, Nary’s Octavian notices that ‘her eyes, usually docile, were bold, defying him to respond in kind’. This and other fan-fiction stories build on and extend the sexual explicitness and violence depicted in the television series, exploring such sex and violence from fresh points of view. Ancient Rome has long been eroticized in the popular imagination and provides a distant place and time within which to express such interests safely.27

‘Whip Hand’ by Vaznetti is a ‘drabble’ (a short self-contained work) of 155 words constructed from Livia’s point of view. It is not sexually explicit and so is aimed at a ‘Teen and up’ readership, although the tags include ‘Domestic discipline of a light sort’ (as the title might suggest). Octavian sits on the bed and tells Livia that his mother is dead. Her response is to tell him: ‘“Turn around Gaius.” The switch is in its box by the side of the bed. “Take your tunic off. And I think it would be best, during this, if you called me mother.”’ For Vaznetti, Livia is taking Atia’s place as the object of Octavian’s sexual desire, an aspect of the mother/son relationship not overtly explored in the series (and entirely absent from the primary sources). However, the Atia of Rome does slap her son (‘Son of Hades’, 2.2), Livia’s on-screen slaps follow on from this, and incest between the younger Octavian and Octavia is depicted on screen. As Octavian desires his elder sister in Rome, so incestuous desire for his mother in associated fan fiction is not too much of a stretch.28 Juliette Harrisson comments on Livia becoming ‘the new Atia’ in the narrative arc of HBO’s Rome, as ‘the woman motivated by the desire for power’.29 While some fan-fiction writers write PWP fiction (‘plot what plot?’, or ‘porn without plot’), both Nary and Vaznetti seem to be picking up on this televisual plotline. They use ‘sexposition’ (furthering the plot through sex scenes)30 to present the erotic dominance of Livia in their stories as emblematic of her growing political and familial dominance.

While, through the vehicle of Rome, these fan writers radically sexualize the life of the young Livia, fan writers who draw on I, Claudius naturally focus on the elderly Livia and, in particular, the monstrous figure she constitutes in ‘Queen of Heaven’ where she interacts with her grandson Claudius and great-grandson Caligula before her death. The Livia in this episode is self-aware and confessional, sharing with her grandson that her murderous actions had been motivated by a desire to protect the empire, and that she fears she will go to ‘hell’ after death if she does not become a goddess.

CNJ begins her short story of 934 words, ‘Goodbye, Grandmother, Goodbye Grandson’, from Livia’s point of view in the first person, as she thinks now of Caligula as ‘detestable’ and ‘arrogant’, and finally realizes that Claudius is ‘the smartest one in the family’. CNJ’s Livia also knows that he will keep his promise to make her a goddess (unlike Caligula) and put a coin in her mouth for the ferryman. Her last thoughts are ‘my soul smiled, at peace at last’. The writer then switches back to Claudius’ first-person point of view, as in the novel and its television adaptation, but the thoughts he expresses on now understanding Livia and the tears he sheds encourage us to sympathize with her in a manner that contrasts radically with CNJ’s source material.

MythologyPastry’s story, ‘Necessary’, though shorter at 588 words, spans from the death of Augustus to the death of Livia. Livia’s motivations, in her own words, are revealed again to be political: ‘most importantly […] is the thought of how Rome will never, can never, go back to its Republican ways’. This Livia is concerned for her own ‘legacy’, through her deification and the continuation of the empire. Like CNJ, MythologyPastry focuses on Livia’s growing respect for Claudius, as she finally finds him ‘her equal’. Also, like CNJ, the writer continues with Livia’s point of view after her death, observing that ‘the poor boy she mocked throughout his life, saves her from suffering in Tartarus by finally deifying her’. Both CNJ and MythologyPastry find ways to create a more sympathetic Livia. MythologyPastry comments in her notes that, as well as drawing on the television series, she bases her story on ‘historical records’, so for example she refers to the historical information that Tiberius leaves Livia’s corpse unburied; ‘left to rot for days before finally being cremated’. MythologyPastry’s story therefore ends with the dead Livia acknowledging the irony that after death she was let down by the family member she most supported, her son Tiberius, and was aided by the one she most ridiculed, Claudius.

Tomunderhill’s longer story of 1,742 words, ‘Such Familiarity’, was published on archiveofourown in July 2024, so is the most recent story in my sample, and has an archive warning for explicit content and a tag of ‘incest’. The disturbing inter-generational quasi-incestuous scene in the BBC series, where Caligula fondles Livia’s breast and kisses her on the lips as she affectionately calls him ‘monster’, is imagined in the story as a precursor to actual sex. Here Livia is also well aware of her great-grandson’s monstrosity, but nonetheless offers herself to him as ‘a small price to pay’ in order to achieve deification when he becomes emperor. This Livia, in contrast to those above, is deluded in her continued belief that Claudius is a ‘fool’. When Caligula tells her ‘I will remember this well’ at the end of the story’s presentation of their grim sexual encounter, Livia believes she will be deified. The distaste of readers for this Livia and their refusal of any sympathy with her would be interestingly increased by their fan knowledge of the BBC series in which Caligula reneges on his promise of deification. This story demonstrates the degree to which a fan fiction can construct its moral evaluation of characters through the way it intertwines itself with its source.

Two I, Claudius stories, however, gain their significance from the way in which they draw away from the character of Livia in the television series, instead imagining the young Livia and her first meeting with Octavian (which lies long before the historical starting point of the series). ‘Regina’ by Vermin_Disciple is a ‘Drabble’ of 200 words, written as part of a challenge to create short works.31 Written from Livia’s point of view, in the third-person close, she is witnessed manipulating her meeting with Octavian. She sees that ‘the new Julius Caesar … carries himself like a king’, but must be ‘sculpted’ into a king ‘in the hands of the right sculptor’. She speaks and he listens, and with ‘a smile that promised as much as it concealed, she knew she had him. Her family’s political connections did not matter, her marriage did not matter, her pregnancy did not matter – he was hers. And by every appearance, she would be his.’ A reader comments: the final line is ‘a beautiful way of capturing Livia’s independence’. Livia here is the strong manipulative woman she will become in I, Claudius, giving the ‘appearance’ of belonging to Octavian while pursuing her own goals. We also learn about her situation at the time of the meeting, married to another man, pregnant and from a family politically opposed to Octavian. This strategy prefigures that of the television series Domina which makes much of this backstory to explain the extremes to which its Livia goes to survive.32

The second story featuring the young Livia’s first meeting with Octavian, ‘When You Wake, I’ll Be There’, is an unfinished work by MythologyPastry posted between 2017 and 2020, featuring a series of six chapters starting with that meeting and ending with Augustus talking to Livia about exiling his daughter Julia. The point of view alternates in the first person between the perspectives of Livia and Octavian. As in the previous story, it is Livia who orchestrates the first meeting with Octavian while pregnant with her second child, by calling out to him in a crowded room, her baby Tiberius in her arms. In the second chapter, Livia discusses an encounter with her friend Clodia Pulchra, who had been divorced by Octavian. One of the many tags to the story is ‘female friendship’, and MythologyPastry brings in the potential friendship between these two women. This is a source of internal conflict for Livia in the story, torn between the love for her friend as ‘a woman without power’ and her wish for power that would be gained through the very man by whom her friend had been discarded. Subsequent chapters focus on Octavian leaving his first wife after she gives birth to his daughter Julia, Livia’s son Tiberius being forced to divorce and marry Julia and Livia reinforcing Octavian’s resolve to exile Julia, as with tragic irony he expresses his wish that his daughter were ‘obedient’ like his wife, Livia. The story draws attention to the position of Livia and other women in Roman society, and the writer makes use of the tag ‘Period-Typical Sexism’ (used by a number of fan writers). The writer also focuses noticeably on female experience. MythologyPastry is interested in childbirth and a mother’s lack of rights over her child in Roman society. In the notes, she provides information to her readers on Roman culture, such as ‘Paterfamilias: The concept in Roman culture that the father of the household has absolute control’, and brings in her own critical views when she writes:


Roman society was really big on women staying and partaking in their expected social norms. We should use them as a learning experience for how women can be treated in a patriarchal society and how damaging it can be to have little to no social mobility, opportunity, and just a general right to live life as desired.



Fan writers like MythologyPastry are interested in critiquing patriarchal societies, both ancient and modern, and have a deeper purpose to their writing than simply creating romantic or pornographic fiction. However, as we have already seen, it would be a mistake to imagine that female fan fiction is regularly driven by a desire to offer a kind of feminist revisioning of screen media’s Roman histories. The final story in my sample featuring Livia as a major character, ‘Marcellus Dies’ by Kitecka, takes a very different approach. Here every day Livia visits in prison the nephew of Augustus, Marcellus, in order personally to cut off parts of his body. This is Livia as gruesome torturer. I contacted the writer via AO3 comments and she explained to me that the story was written for a ‘dear friend’, who directed her ‘how to picture Livia’, and that she ‘wanted to write gore’, using Marcellus’ point of view in order to write about ‘the feeling of the body [being] destroyed as the story goes on’. Here we can only understand Livia as Marcellus sees her, and so her motivations are unknown, making her even more monstruous than in her small screen incarnations.

‘She’s clever, she’s a survivor’: Atia fan fiction
The dominant female character throughout season one of Rome is Atia, mother of Octavian. The actor Polly Walker finds the character to be ‘very forceful, extremely powerful … clever’ and ‘a survivor’ and, although many of her actions are morally questionable when examined through a modern lens, they are understandable in the ‘dog eat dog world’ that is ancient Rome as it is dramatized in the series.33 Atia first appears in the initial episode barely clothed and astride the tradesman Timon, having sex while negotiating for a horse.34 It is no surprise, then, that sex features heavily in Atia fan fiction. Seventeen stories published to AO3 include Atia as a character, in addition to the two Rome stories that feature Livia and Atia. The romantic and/or sexual relationship most frequently written about is that between Atia and Antony (in eight stories), with other writers focusing on Atia’s relationships with Servilia, Octavia, Octavian and Pullo.

The specific scene that interests fan writers the most is the triumph of Octavian in the final episode (see Figure 11.1 in Chapter 11 by Jonathan Stamp). As the triumph marks the end of the two seasons of Rome, it is a useful starting point for writers to reflect back on the series and to suggest what might come next for the characters. Other scenes of interest to fan writers include the wedding night with Antony of Atia’s daughter Octavia in ‘Death Mask’ (2.7), and Octavia being sent to Servilia by Atia in ‘Egeria’ (1.6). As with Livia fan fiction, the stories written from Atia’s point of view offer readers insight into her feelings and motivations, including her relationship with Servilia and with her children. Many of the stories show Atia’s growing self-awareness, ending with Atia having lost her lover Antony, but still retaining her strong identity and power.

‘If my wishes came true, it would’ve been you’, a longer story of 11,121 words published in 2021 by slylyaddictedtostories, covers a long period from Atia’s wedding night with her husband, before the starting-point of the television series, through to an exchange with her grand-daughters about being in love. The title makes it clear that the story is written from Atia’s point of view and expresses her desires forcefully. The writer intersperses lines taken from the television episodes with clarifications of Atia’s emotions, as she falls in love with Antony:


‘We should get married.’

Atia’s intentions are not purely political, despite what she tells herself. She knew what selling herself for power meant and it had never felt like this. Comfortable. She could definitely live with his erratic heartbeat beneath her naked palm, the way they are entangled now…

She just wished it was him that had asked her. [Emphasis in the original.]

‘Perhaps I love you’, she says teasingly.



Using the third-person close, but with thoughts, spoken words and feelings inserted, the writer engages us closely with Atia. At the end of the story, when her grand-daughters ask Atia if she has been in love, her words are meant to taunt her son, given that she replies she had been in love and that her lover ‘was magnificent’. According to this fan-fiction story, although Atia has lost ‘the game’ by ‘falling in love’ with Antony and ‘will never be happy again’ after his death, she does not intend to lose the political game she has been playing to her son at the end, as ‘she is still the worst viper in the nest and she knew how to hold a grudge’. While the final shots of the BBC–HBO Rome episode linger on the anguish with which Atia realizes she has lost everything (see Figure 11.1 in the chapter by Jonathan Stamp),35 this story and others like it present Atia as having only lost in love. She stays in the game of politics. She is a survivor.

‘Amare et Sapere Vix Deo Conceditur’ by savvierthanu is a story of 1,332 words. Its title draws on the Latin phrase about the difficulty of balancing love and wisdom which applies well to Atia as lover and politician, and the story offers an introspective account of Atia’s thoughts at the triumph about Octavian and Antony, ‘the two men that she loves most’. She muses on how much she endured because of her love for Antony, including the breakdown of her relationship with her children and Antony’s betrayal of her with Cleopatra. However, at this moment she is ‘the first lady of Rome’, and the story ends with a declaration of Atia’s self-worth: ‘She is Atia of the Julii. She will endure. And she will make them rue their treatment of her, in this life and the next.’

The short story of 355 words ‘Survival’ written by kangeiko for a challenge takes Octavia’s perspective when she goes to see her mother after her wedding night with her mother’s lover, Antony. It picks up on the brief scene in the Rome episode ‘Death Mask’ where Octavia is indifferent to Antony, tells him to ‘do as you like’, and rolls over in bed so he can take her from behind. The fan-fiction story presents Octavia after sex as sore and with ‘bruising across her belly’. She goes to her mother and tells Atia that she and Antony have ‘finished consummating’. She asks for a ‘purgative’, as she does not want to conceive. Atia slaps her and sends her back to Antony, telling her ‘we don’t have those luxuries anymore’ and that she must ‘hope the bastard seed takes’. This short, imagined scene between daughter and mother skilfully brings together other strands from the television episode, where Maecenas says to Agrippa marriage is ‘a machine for the production of babies’, and the end of the episode which shows a slave surreptitiously buying drugs to end another conception.

Atia’s perspective on her relationship with Octavia comes into intriguing and original focus in Selena’s story of 2,526 words ‘Survival (The Amy Tan Remix)’, inspired by kangeiko’s short story and – as its title indicates – written as part of a remix challenge. Selena uses sensory descriptions that are characteristic of the works of the Chinese American writer Tan to mark out Atia’s emotions for her modern reader in an interesting mashup of cultures. The story is split into short chapters, starting with Atia reflecting on giving birth to her daughter which is associated with the scent of lemons. She then reflects on their differences, including Octavia’s ‘incomprehensible … penchant for dead Greeks and their poetry’ which is associated with the smell of beeswax used on writing tablets. The final two chapters focus on Atia smelling her lover’s sweat on Octavia after her wedding night, the discomfort of which is resolved by Octavia taking a bath.

Nary’s sexually explicit story of 640 words, ‘Like a Democratic Drawbridge’, uses the point of view of the common soldier Pullo to explore Atia’s sexual conduct and possible motivations for it. Atia demands sex from Pullo. She says he must do as he is told and slaps him when he calls her ‘a bully’. He, however, finds her to be ‘as eager as any wench he’d ever tumbled’ and reflects on how ‘oddly satisfying’ it is to ‘spill his seed where senators and consuls had done before him’; a sort of ‘Democracy’, as ‘the Greeks called it’. As he is ushered out, Atia addresses him ‘as if nothing had happened’ and bids him take care of Octavian. Pullo agrees that he will and is left to ‘wonder if he’d missed something’. The story see-saws interestingly between Pullo considering himself as an agent of his desire to have sex with a member of the elite or as an object of elite machination. The reader understands that Atia’s motivations may be deeper than lust, or even the need to dominate a man.

The final sexually explicit Antony/Atia story of 1,637 words in my sample from AO3 is the anonymously published ‘Novos Tata’, which the writer translates for readers as ‘new daddy’. The story comes with warnings of ‘rape non-con’ and ‘underage’, and takes the character of Atia to an extreme – as Kitecka had done with Livia the sadistic torturer. Written unusually in the second person, it addresses directly the unnamed youngest child of Atia as ‘you’. This extremely disturbing story is about Atia’s active intervention in helping her daughter to ‘become a woman’ by taking her to a drunken Antony to be raped. This Atia even takes part in the sexual assault, despite her daughter’s repeated cries of ‘no’, and ‘please, matrem, don’t let him do this’. Atia, the story goes, only ‘giggled’ and ‘rolled her eyes at you, then glaring “oh stop whining, dear, you’re fine”’. While other writers have focused on creating a more sensitive, introspective Atia, aware of the pulls of sexual desire and power, and the limitations faced by women in Roman society, the anonymous writer of this story recalls modern newspaper reports that dwell luridly on those rare cases where women have taken part in acts of rape. The act, in these circumstances, seems to be even more abusive.

Atia’s relationship with Servilia is explored in two longer stories from Atia’s point of view, one of which is Selena’s ‘Ashes and Iron’ (6,291 words). This and another story were created for a Yuletide 2017 challenge, written for the Rome fan writer kangeiko. In ‘Ash and Iron’, Atia attends Servilia’s funeral procession and looks back on her first meeting with Servilia. This, readers are told, was when she was twelve years old and keen to be ‘bold’ and impress the older woman. Atia responds to the question from Servilia on ‘what sort of woman’ she wants to become with ‘I’m going to be the first woman of Rome’, either through her future husband or, failing that, a lover. Servilia is interested to hear this and gives Atia the advice that she will need ‘the right enemy’ to be ‘truly great’. When, later in the story, Atia observes Servilia’s corpse ready for her funeral and thinks about their enmity (which has been presented in savage terms throughout the television series), she realizes that ‘without Servilia, there was no enemy left to tell Atia who she needed to be’. Atia quietly removes the coin from Servilia’s mouth so that the ‘infernal, magnificent bitch’ (emphasis in the original) will not get to the underworld but instead still haunt her, ‘which was as it should be’. Atia, then, ‘had the last word’, and takes control, having realized that Servilia was the enemy she had needed to make her successful. ‘Ash and Iron’ clarifies the rivalry between the two women that is evident from the beginning of the television series and gives some justification for its viciousness.

Conclusion
Fan-fiction writers, like all writers, have differing interests, even when their inspiration springs from a single media text and focuses on a single character. Yet my analysis has shown there are some evident patterns in the way that the writers have responded to Livia and Atia on the small screen. Many writers use the Roman women’s point of view to imagine how they might have felt and what the reasons might be for their actions. Specific scenes are chosen, including sex scenes, to shed light on the characters and their relationships, defined by fan studies scholar Francesca Coppa as ‘subjectification’, as opposed to the ‘objectification’ created by pornography.36 Writing outside the boundaries of the television series, backstories are provided that help readers to gain an understanding of motivations missing from the presentation of the characters on the small screen, and writers also imagine how characters’ stories can continue after a television series has ended. In some cases, writers afford the female characters more agency than they have on screen, or elicit more sympathy at their lack of agency as women in a patriarchal society. However, other writers choose to explore the darker side of these female characters through stories of rape and torture, as media critic Jess Joho states, allowing female writers and readers to ‘explore’ invented historical scenarios that they would never want to experience in real life ‘without shame’.37

Fan fiction provides us with insights into how modern women respond creatively to the Roman women presented on the small screen. Fan writers build their stories on onscreen characterizations, and on the work of other fan writers within a community which is brought together through a shared interest in the television characters and in ancient history more generally. With new series and films set in the ancient world appearing on the large and small screens, including Those About to Die released on Amazon Prime in July 2024, Gladiator II on cinema release from November 2024 and Spartacus: House of Ashur in production at the time of writing, the body of fan fiction featuring Roman women will continue to grow, providing scholars with an opportunity to explore how the twenty-first-century female imagination draws creatively on audio-visual Roman women to explore extremes of female experience.


Notes

	1. This is unsurprising, as, according to the latest ‘Boxed-In’ report for 2022–3, only 30 per cent of writing roles and 26 per cent of creator roles in television in the United States were taken by women; see Lauzen 2023. Comparable research conducted in the UK found that 28 per cent of UK television episodes were written by women from 2001 to 2016; see Kreager and Follows 2018.

	2. This was found by Jenkins in his early ethnographic research, and continued to be the case post-internet; see Jamison 2013, 19–20 and Busse and Hellekson 2017, 17–24.

	3. By November 2023 AO3 included 12 million stories; see Rebaza 2023. Demographics have not been included in official AO3 surveys since the 2013 census, when 80 per cent of respondents identified as female; see Centreoftheselights 2013. However, more recent smaller-scale surveys such as Rouse and Stanfill 2023 have revealed that while fans who identify as cisgender women continue to dominate at 54 per cent, a significant population of writers identified as nonbinary (13 per cent) and trans (9 per cent), and cisgender male writers continue to be in the minority (4 per cent of writers identified as male in the 2013 survey compared with 5 per cent cisgender males in 2023).

	4. Tacitus, Annals, 1.3–6. Cassius Dio follows Tacitus in his assessment of Livia in his Roman History.

	5. Tacitus, Annals, 1.10, translation by Alfred John Church and William Jackson Brodribb for the Loeb Classical Library.

	6. Tacitus, Dialogus de Oratoribus, 28.

	7. ‘When in Rome’ feature on Rome: The Complete First Season DVD, 2006.

	8. ‘When in Rome’ feature on Rome: The Complete First Season DVD, 2006.

	9. See Coppa 2013.

	10. This tag originated from a scene in the second episode of the series Arrested Development (2003–19) where protagonist Michael Bluth opens a paper bag labelled ‘Dead Dove Do Not Eat’ and says ‘I don’t know what I expected’.

	11. I take this term from Nisbet 2009.

	12. For which see Chapter 5 by Cyrino in this volume.

	13. A detailed description of the different tags is available in the instructions to writers on posting new work at https://archiveofourown.org/faq/tutorial-posting-a-work-on-ao3?language_id=en#pwtfandoms.

	14. See Jenkins 1992 and Bacon-Smith 1992.

	15. See Ng and Russo 2017, and Potter 2025.

	16. For example, at the end of July 2024 only 6.7k reviewers rated the series on IMDb, the most popular film and television online database (giving an average respectable though not exceptional rating of 7.2/10). Whereas there were 20k reviewers for I, Claudius (average rating 8.8/10), a series that was already very old when IMDb was created in the 1990s, and 188k for Rome (average rating 8.7/10). Perhaps more telling is that the most recent series set in Ancient Rome at the time of writing, Those About to Die (2024), had been rated by 8.8k reviewers (at 6.5/10) just two weeks after its release on Amazon Prime.

	17. Busse and Hellekson 2006, 7.

	18. See Jenkins 2006, 178–82.

	19. On ‘more of’ and ‘more from’, see Pugh 2004.

	20. Jenkins 1992, 156.

	21. Hellekson and Busse 2014, 17.

	22. Müller, 2020.

	23. There is, however, a growing interest in classical mythology and fan fiction, with doctoral research in this area underway.

	24. Carlisle 2019.

	25. ‘ “I, Claudius” 13-part treatment’, 7.

	26. McCulloch 2015, 139.

	27. For example, see Blanshard 2010.

	28. On slapping, see McCulloch 2008, 134–5 and, on the depiction of incest, see Strong 2008.

	29. Harrisson 2015, 163–4.

	30. ‘Sexposition’ was a term suggested for Game of Thrones by McNutt 2011, but this works equally well for the earlier HBO series Rome, and for fan fiction more broadly.

	31. The writer posted six works together as a collection of short stories across different fandoms, including another I, Claudius story featuring Claudius, Livilla and Germanicus as children, and stories for Good Omens, the novel by Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman, the television series Due South and The X-Files and Doctor Who.

	32. For Domina, see Chapter 14 by Valleriani in this volume.

	33. ‘When in Rome’ feature on Rome: The Complete First Season DVD, 2006. See also Chapter 11 by Stamp in this volume.

	34. Cyrino 2008, 131.

	35. For the significance of the shot of Atia’s face in Rome, see Chapter 11 by Stamp.

	36. Coppa 2017, 95.

	37. Joho 2018.
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	Barbarians here




	Helen of Troy here

	Helena here, here

	Hellekson, Karen and Busse, Kristina here

	Heller, Bruno; MacDonald, William J.; Millius, John
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	Sons of the She-Wolf, The here




	Kitecka here
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	Legio IX Hispana. See Ninth Legion, the

	Leonviola, Antonio

	gladiatrici, Le (Thor and the Amazon Women) here




	LeRoy, Mervyn

	Gypsy here

	Quo Vadis. See Quo Vadis




	Lévi-Strauss, Claude

	Structural Anthropology here




	Levien, Sonya here, here, here, here, here, here

	Lex Oppia here, here

	Lex Romana here

	‘Like a Democratic Drawbridge’ (Nary) here

	lighting here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here
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	coinage here, here
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	Fall of the Roman Empire, The here




	Marcantonio e Cleopatra (Guazzoni, Enrico) here

	‘Marcellus Dies’ (Kitecka) here

	Marcus Aurelius (Roman emperor) here, here, here

	in Gladiator here, here
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	men here

	dominance of here, here, here

	fan fiction here
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	#MeToo movement here, here

	Microsoft Studios

	Ryse: Son of Rome here




	Milch, David

	Deadwood here




	Miller, Madeline

	Circe here




	Miller, N. K.

	Arachnologies: The Woman, the Text, and the Critic here




	Mio figlio Nerone (Nero’s Mistress) (Vanzina, Stefano [Steno]) here, here

	miscegenation here

	misogyny here, here, here, here, here, here see also sexism

	mobilization here, here, here

	Mokadelic group here

	Mondio, Guglielmo here, here

	monstrous-feminine, the here

	Montero, Irene here

	Moore, Ronald D.

	Outlander here




	Morales, Helen here

	Antigone Rising: The Subversive Power of the Ancient Myths here, here

	Classical Mythology: A Very Short Introduction here




	Morford, Mark P. O. and Lenardon, Robert J.

	Classical Mythology here




	motherhood here, here, here

	Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome (Gerner, Elliott) here, here, here

	Agrippina here, here, here, here, here, here

	Griffin, Miriam here, here, here

	Messalina here, here, here, here, here

	sculpture here, here

	structure here

	Suetonius here

	Tacitus here

	Wyke, Maria here




	Mrozowska, Zofia here

	Muirhead David

	Girl at the Mirror here




	mujer en Cartagho Nova (The Woman in New Carthage) (Alpáñez Serrano, Antonio) here

	Müller, Sabine here

	multiculturalism here

	Mulvey, Laura here, here

	Death 24x a Second: Stillness and the Moving Image here

	‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ here, here




	Muñoz, María Engracia here

	murder here, here, here, here, here see also Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome

	Agrippina here, here, here, here

	Livia here, here, here, here

	Nero here, here




	music here, here

	My Nights with Messalina (Puig, J.) here

	myth/mythology here, here, here, here, here

	Romulus and Remus myth here, here




	Myth and Reality (Eliade, Mircea) here

	Mythologies (Barthes, Roland) here

	MythologyPastry here, here

	‘Necessary’ here

	‘When You Wake, I’ll Be There’ here




	mythopoesis here, here






	narratives here, here

	Nary here, here

	‘Harder’ here

	‘Like a Democratic Drawbridge’ here




	Naschy, Paul

	Cantabros, Los (The Cantabrians) here




	Nead, Linda here

	‘Necessary’ (MythologyPastry) here

	Nero (Roman emperor) here, here, here

	in Agrippina (Guazzoni, Enrico) here

	in calde notti di Poppea, Le here

	Christianity here

	in Mio figlio Nerone here

	in Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses here

	in Nerone e Poppaea here

	in Poppea … una prostituta al servizio dell’impero here

	in Quo Vadis (LeRoy, Mervyn) here, here

	in Quo Vadis (Sienkiewicz, Henryk) here, here




	Nerone e Agrippina (Caserini, Mario) here

	Nerone e Poppaea (An Orgy of Power) (Passalia, Antonio and Mattei, Bruno) here

	New World Pictures here

	Niblo, Fred

	Ben Hur here




	Nielsen, Connie here

	Nietzsche, Friedrich here

	Nikolić, M. here

	Ninth Legion, the here

	in Centurion here, here, here

	in Eagle, The here, here

	in Eagle of the Ninth, The (Simpson, Michael and Taylor, Baz) here, here

	in Eagle of the Ninth, The (Sutcliffe, Rosemary) here, here




	novels. See historical fiction/novels

	‘Novos Tata’ here

	nudity

	Achillia here

	Amazon here

	in Arena, The (Carver, Steve) here

	in Birth of Venus, The (Pathé-Frères) here

	in corazón del imperio, El here

	in Game of Thrones here

	gladiators here, here, here, here, here

	in Messalina (Guazzoni, Enrico) here

	in Mio figlio Nerone here

	in Nerone e Poppaea here

	in Per amore di Poppea here, here

	in Poppea … una prostituta al servizio dell’impero here

	prosthetics here

	in Rome here, here, here

	in Rome here

	in Sign of the Cross, The (DeMille, Cecil B.) here

	in Spartacus (DeKnight, Stephen S.) here








	O.K. Nerone (Soldati, Mario) here

	objectification here

	of men here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	of women here, here, here, here, here, here




	Octavia here, here, here

	Octavian. See Augustus (Roman emperor)

	Octavius, Gaius. See Augustus (Roman emperor)

	opera here

	orgy scenes here

	orientalism here

	Otho, Marcus Salvius (Roman emperor) here

	Outlander (Moore, Ronald D.) here

	Ovid

	Ars Amatoria here








	Painter and Model (Peintre et modèle) (Guy-Blaché, Alice) here

	paintings here, here

	Fayum portraits here




	panem et circenses here

	Parallel Lives (Romulus) (Plutarch) here

	paratexts here, here

	Parkes, Nadia here

	Passalia, Antonio and Mattei, Bruno

	Nerone e Poppaea (An Orgy of Power) here




	Passion of the Christ, The (Gibson, Mel) here

	Pastrone, Giovanni

	Cabiri here, here




	patriarchy, the here, here, here, here, here, here

	Patterns in Comparative Religion (Eliade, Mircea) here

	Pearl, The (Sandys, Frederick) here

	Penelopiad (Atwood, Margaret) here

	pepla here, here, here, here, here see also historical epic cinema

	Per amore di Poppea (Laurenti, Mariano) here

	performativity here

	Troy here




	Phillips, Siân here, here

	Petersen, Wolfgang

	Queen Cleopatra here




	Pisonian conspiracy here

	Pliny the Elder here

	Plutarch here

	Parallel Lives (Romulus) here




	point of view here, here, here, here

	Poland here, here, here

	Pomeroy, Sarah B.

	Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity here, here




	Pompeianus (Tiberius Claudius Pompeianus) here

	Pompeii (Anderson, Paul W. S.) here

	Poppaea Sabina (Roman empress) here

	in ancient sources here

	in Annals here

	in calde notti di Poppea, Le here

	Christianity here

	hair here

	historic cinematic portrayal here

	Judaism here

	in Mio figlio Nerone here

	in Nerone e Poppaea here, here

	nineteenth-century reception here

	in O.K. Nerone here

	in Per amore di Poppea (Laurenti, Mariano) here

	in Poppea … una prostituta al servizio dell’impero here

	power here

	in Quo Vadis (Guazzoni, Enrico) here

	in Quo Vadis (Kawalerowicz, Jerzy) here

	in Quo Vadis (LeRoy, Mervyn) here, here, here

	in Quo Vadis (Nonguet, Lucien and Zecca, Ferdinand) here

	in Quo Vadis (Rossi, Franco) here

	in Quo Vadis (Sienkiewicz, Henryk) here, here, here, here

	sexuality here, here, here

	in Sign of the Cross, The (Barrett, Wilson) here, here, here

	in Sign of the Cross, The (DeMille, Cecil B.) here, here, here, here

	Sign of the Cross, The (Thompson, Frederick A.) here

	as theosebes here




	Poppea … una prostituta al servizio dell’impero (Brescia, Alfonso) here

	popular culture here, here, here, here, here, here

	language here




	pornography here, here, here, here, here

	pornotopia here, here, here

	Posteguillo, Santiago here, here, here

	Yo, Julia here, here




	power here, here, here see also agency

	in corazón del imperio, El here

	in Domina here

	in Expeditions: Rome here

	fan fiction here

	the gaze here, here

	gender here, here

	in History of the World, Part I here

	language here, here, here, here, here, here

	Livia here, here, here, here

	in Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome here, here, here

	politics here

	Poppaea here

	property ownership here

	in Rome here

	sex/sexual excess here, here, here

	in Spartacus (Kubrick, Stanley) here, here, here

	in Spartacus television series here, here, here

	in ‘When You Wake, I’ll Be There’ here

	women here, here, here, here, here




	powerlessness here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	presenters here, here, here, here, here

	primo re, Il (The First King) (Rovere, Matteo) here, here

	property ownership here

	prostitution here

	Puig, J.

	My Nights with Messalina here




	Pulman, Jack

	I, Claudius here, here, here




	Purcell, Nicholas

	‘Livia and the Womanhood of Rome’ here








	Queen Cleopatra (Pinkett Smith, Jada) here

	Quo Vadis (D’Annunzio, Gabriellino and Jacoby, Georg) here

	Quo Vadis (Guazzoni, Enrico) here, here, here

	Quo Vadis (Kawalerowicz, Jerzy) here, here

	Quo Vadis (LeRoy, Mervyn) here, here, here, here

	dialogue here, here, here, here

	eroticism here

	Huston, John here

	Lygia (character) here, here, here, here, here

	Nero (character) here, here

	Poppaea (character) here, here, here

	production history here, here

	reception here, here

	Vinicius (character) here, here




	Quo Vadis (Nonguet, Lucien and Zecca, Ferdinand) here

	Quo Vadis (Rossi, Franco) here, here, here, 1

	Quo Vadis (Roy, Sukankan and Wojan, Anira) here

	Quo Vadis (Sienkiewicz, Henryk) here, here, here, here, here, here

	Eunice (character) here

	Lygia (character) here

	Nero (character) here, here

	Poppaea Sabina (character) here, here, here, here








	race here

	Racine

	Britannicus here




	Rampling, Charlotte here

	Ranke, Leopold von here

	rape here, here, here, here, here, here

	readers here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	realism here

	reality here

	‘Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt, An’ (Camus, Albert) here

	rebellion here, here, here

	Received Pronunciation (RP) here, here

	receptions here

	‘Refiguring the Roman Empire in The Hunger Games’ (Makins, Marian) here

	‘Regina’ (Vermin_Disciple) here

	Reisch, Walter here, here, here, here, here

	Renan, Ernest

	L’Antichrist here

	Histoire des Origines du Christianisme here




	Renault, Mary

	King Must Die, The here




	reproduction here, here

	resistance here, here, here, here

	reviews here

	revisionism here

	Richlin, Amy

	Arguments with Silence: Writing the History of Roman Women here




	Ristori, L. here

	ritual here

	rivalry here, here, here, here

	Robe, The (Koster, Henry) here

	Robson, Flora here, here

	Rodat, Robert

	Those About to Die here




	Roddenberry, Gene

	Star Trek here




	Rodrigo, Juan and Rodrigo, Pedro

	De Pontis here




	role models here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	role-playing games here

	Roma (Fellini, Federico) here

	Roman Antiquities (Dionysius of Halicarnassus) here, here

	Roman Britain here, here, here

	Roman Empire here

	Roman Empire (Lopez, Richard and Ealer, John) here, here

	Roman Republic here, here

	Roman Voices (Turroni, Caterina) here

	romance here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	intercultural here, here




	Romanness here, here, here

	Rome. See ancient Rome

	Rome (Heller, Bruno; MacDonald, William J.; Millius, John) here, here, here, here, here, here

	Atia (character) here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	Augustus (character) here, here, here

	corpse raiding here

	dialogue here

	educational use here

	fan fiction here, here, here

	Livia (character) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	male writers here

	Niobe (character) here, here

	nudity here, here

	Octavia (character) here

	Pullo (character) here

	Servilia (character) here, here

	sex here, here, here, here, here, here

	Vorenus (character) here




	Rome: Total War (Activision) here

	Romero, Eddie

	Black Mama White Mama here




	Romolo ed Ersilia (Hasse, Johann Adolf and Metastasio, Pietro) here

	Romulus (Alhaique, Michele; Artale, Enrico Maria; Rovere, Matteo; Mazzoleni, Francesca) here, here, here, here

	dialogue here

	feminist theory here

	Ilia (character) here, here, here, here, here, here

	music here

	ritual here, here, here, here

	Rumia (goddess) here, here

	Silvia (character) here

	themes here




	Romulus and Remus myth here, here

	Rosa, Cristina de la here

	Rosenstone, Robert A. here

	Roses of Heliogabalus, The (Alma-Tadema, Lawrence) here

	Ross, Gary

	Hunger Games, The here, here




	Rossi, Franco

	Quo Vadis here, here, here




	Rovere, Matteo here

	primo re, Il (The First King) here, here




	Roy, Sukankan and Wojan, Anira

	Quo Vadis here




	RP (Received Pronunciation) here, here

	RPGs here, here

	Rufrius Crispinus here

	Ruíz Marcos, Carolina et al.

	Julia Maior, el relato con sentido (Julia the Elder, the Meaningful Story) here




	Rumia (goddess) here, here

	Ryse: Son of Rome (Microsoft Studios) here






	sacred marriage ritual here

	sacrifice of the Sacred King ritual here

	San José, Lidia here

	Sandys, Frederick

	Pearl, The here




	Santo, Israel del here

	Conquistadores: Adventum here

	Templarios here




	Santo, Israel del; Díaz de Espada, Miguel; Posteguillo, Santiago

	corazón del imperio, El (The Heart of the Empire) here




	Satire VI (Juvenal) here

	Satire 10 (Juvenal) here

	Saville, Victor

	Silver Chalice, The here




	savvierthanu

	‘Amare et Sapere Vix Deo Conceditur’ here




	SBE (Standard British English) here

	Schoberová, Olga here

	scholarship here, here, here, here

	dialogue here

	fan fiction here

	female gladiators here

	female warriors here

	feminist here




	Schulian, John and Tapert, Robert

	Xena: Warrior Princess here, here, here, here




	Scott, Jake

	‘Make Your Gameday Epic’™ Pepsi commercial here




	Scott, Ridley here

	Gladiator. See Gladiator

	Gladiator II here, here, here, here, here




	scripts here

	sculpture here, here, here, here

	Sebastiane (Jarman, Derek and Humfress, Paul) here

	Selena

	‘Ash and Iron’ here

	‘Survival (The Amy Tan Remix)’ here




	Servilia here

	sex/sexuality here, here, here, here, here see also sexual excess

	BDSM here

	in calde notti di Poppea, Le here

	Cleopatra here

	in corazón del imperio, El here, here

	deviance here, here, here, here

	elite Roman females here, here

	in Expeditions: Rome here, here

	in Fall of the Roman Empire, The here

	fan fiction here, here, here, here, here

	in Gladiator here, here

	heterosexuality here

	in I, Claudius (Lisemore, Martin; Pulman, Jack; Sullivan, Joan; Wise, Herbert) here

	incest here, here

	Julia here

	liberation here

	Livia here, here, here, here

	Messalina here, here, here, here, here, here

	in Mio figlio Nerone here

	in Nerone e Poppaea here, here

	orgy scenes here

	in Per amore di Poppea here

	Poppaea Sabina here, here, here

	in Poppea … una prostituta al servizio dell’impero here

	power here, here

	in Quo Vadis (LeRoy, Mervyn) here

	in Roman Empire here

	in Rome here, here, here, here, here, here

	sex comedies here

	in Sign of the Cross, The (DeMille, Cecil B.) here, here

	in Spartacus (DeKnight, Stephen S.) here

	in Spartacus television series here

	transactional here




	Sex and the City (Star, Darren) here

	sexism here, here, here, here, here see also misogyny

	sexual deviance here, here, here, here

	sexual excess here, here

	in History of the World – Part 1 (Brooks, Mel) here

	in Quo Vadis (LeRoy, Mervyn) here

	in Spartacus (Kubrick, Stanley) here, here

	in Spartacus television series here




	‘Shout’ (Tears for Fears) here

	Sienkiewicz, Henryk here

	Quo Vadis. See Quo Vadis




	Sign of the Cross, The (Barrett, Wilson) here, here, here, here, here, here

	Poppaea Sabina (character) here, here, here




	Sign of the Cross, The (DeMille, Cecil B.) here, here, here

	agency here

	dialogue here

	fan magazines here

	female gladiators here

	Mercia (character) here

	Poppaea Sabina (character) here, here, here

	sexuality here, here




	Sign of the Cross, The (Haggar, William) here

	Sign of the Cross, The (Thompson, Frederick A.) here, here, here

	signs (semiotics) here

	Silchester Eagle here

	silence here, here, here, here

	Silver Chalice, The (Saville, Victor) here

	Simon, David

	Wire, The here




	Simpson, Michael and Taylor, Baz

	Eagle of the Ninth, The here, here, here




	Singh, Tarsem

	‘We Will Rock You’ Pepsi commercial here, here




	slang here

	slash stories here, here

	Slave Market in the Orient (Marché d’esclaves en Orient) here

	slavery here, here see also gladiators

	in Arena, The (Carver, Steve) here, here

	in Cleopatra (Edwards, J. Gordon) here

	in corazón del imperio, El here

	in Eagle of the Ninth, The (Simpson, Michael and Taylor, Baz) here

	in Eagle of the Ninth, The (Sutcliffe, Rosemary) here

	in Messalina (Guazzoni, Enrico) here

	in Quo Vadis (LeRoy, Mervyn) here, here

	in Quo Vadis (Sienkiewicz, Henryk) here

	in ‘Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt, An’ here

	in Rome here

	in Spartacus (Kubrick, Stanley) here, here

	in Spartacus television series here, here




	Sleeping Beauty (Geronimi, Clyde et al.) here

	slylyaddictedtostories

	‘If my wishes came true, it would’ve been you’ here




	Smutniak, Kasia here, here

	Snyder, Zack

	Justice League here

	300 here, here




	social class/status here, here, here, here, here, here see also elite Roman females

	in corazón del imperio, El here

	language here, here, here




	social media trends here

	Sohaemus (Armenian king)

	in Fall of the Roman Empire, The here




	Söhne der Wölfin, Die (The Sons of the She-Wolf) (Kinkel, Tanja) here

	O.K. Nerone here




	Son of Locusta, The (Le fils de Locuste) (Feuillade, Louis) here

	sons here, here

	Sons of the She-Wolf, The (Kinkel, Tanja) here

	Sony

	God of War video game series here




	Sopranos, The (Chase, David) here, here, here

	Soror: Mujeres en Roma (Soror: Women in Rome) (González, P.) here

	sources here, here, here, here

	fan fiction here




	souriante Madame Beudet, La (Dulac, Germain) here

	Spain here, here, here

	Spartacus here

	Spartacus (Fast, Howard) here

	Spartacus (Kubrick, Stanley) here, here, here, here, here, here

	female gaze here, here, here

	friendship here

	gladiators here, here




	Spartacus: House of Ashur (DeKnight, Stephen S.) here

	Spartacus television series (DeKnight, Stephen S.) here, here, here, here, here

	Crixus (character) here

	Ilithyia (character) here, here

	nudity and sex here

	Spartacus (character) here

	Varro (character) here




	spectacle here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	spectators/viewers here, here, here, here, here, here see also gaze, the

	Arena, The (Steve Carver) here

	dialogue here

	fan fiction here

	gender here, here, here

	Gladiator here, here

	GLOW here

	historical documentaries here

	home media here

	Hunger Games here, here

	Italy here, here

	reverential pact here

	Sign of the Cross, The (DeMille, Cecil B.) here

	Spartacus series here

	television here

	Xena: Warrior Princess here




	speech here, here, here, here see also dialogue; language

	Speech Act Theory here

	sport here

	SPQR: A History of Rome (Beard, Mary) here

	Stamp, Jonathan here, here

	Standard British English (SBE) here

	Star, Darren

	Sex and the City here




	star system here

	Star Trek (Roddenberry, Gene) here, here

	Star Wars film franchise here

	Black Sails here




	Steno. See Vanzina, Stefano

	Sternberg, Josef von here

	stereotypes here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	Cleopatra here

	femmes fatales here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	gender here, here

	language here, here, here, here

	speech here

	video games here, here




	Stone, Oliver

	Alexander here




	Straße, Die (Grune, Karl) here

	Streete, Gail here

	strength here

	Strong, Anise K. here, here, here

	Structural Anthropology (Lévi-Strauss, Claude) here

	subjectification here

	‘Such Familiarity’ (Tomunderhill) here

	Suetonius here

	suicide here, here, here, here, here

	‘Survival’ (kangeiko) here

	‘Survival (The Amy Tan Remix)’ (Selena) here

	Sutcliffe, Rosemary

	Eagle of the Ninth, The here, here, here, here




	symbolism here, here, here, here, here

	corazón del imperio, El here, here, here

	Latin community here

	Livia here, here, here, here

	Nero here, here

	panem et circenses here

	resistance here, here

	sexual excess here, here, here, here

	slavery here








	Tacitus here, here, here, here

	Annals here, here, here

	in Mothers, Murderers and Mistresses: Empresses of Ancient Rome here, here




	Tapert, Robert and Raimi, Sam

	Young Hercules here




	Taylor, Elizabeth here

	Tears for Fears

	‘Shout’ here




	television here, here, here, here

	accuracy here

	docudramas here, here

	documentaries here, here

	male dominance here, here

	reality here, here




	Templarios (Santo, Israel del) here

	Textual Poachers (Jenkins, Henry) here

	theatre here

	Thomopoulos, Anne here, here, here, here, here

	Thomson, Frederick A.

	Sign of the Cross, The here, here




	Those About to Die (Rodat, Robert) here

	300 (Snyder, Zack) here, here

	Tiresias myth here

	Tomunderhill

	‘Such Familiarity’ here




	Tourneur, Maurice

	Woman here




	Troy (Petersen, Wolfgang) here

	Troy: Fall of a City (Brozel, Mark; Harris, Owen; Strickland, John) here

	Troy trilogy (Gemmell, David and Gemmell, Stella) here

	Turroni, Caterina

	Meet the Romans with Mary Beard here

	Roman Voices here




	Two Nights with Cleopatra (Mattoli, Mario) here

	Two Women (De Sica, Vittorio) here






	Ubisoft here

	Assassin’s Creed: Odyssey here, here

	Assassin’s Creed: Valhalla here, here




	UK. See Great Britain

	Unreliable Witnesses: Religion, Gender, and History in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean (Kraemer, Ross Shepherd) here

	Up the Women (Hynes, Jessica) here

	USA

	exploitation cinema here, here

	Hollywood here, here, here

	imperialism here

	warfare here, here

	Et Dieu … créa la femme here




	Vampires, Les (Feuillade, Louis) here

	Vanzina, Stefano (Steno)

	Mio figlio Nerone (Nero’s Mistress) here, here




	Varma, Indira here, here

	Varro here

	Vaznetti here

	‘Whip Hand’ here




	Velleius Paterculus here

	vengeance here, here, here, here

	Venus (goddess) 20–1, here, here

	Verdi, Giuseppe

	Aida here, here




	Vermin_Disciple

	‘Regina’ here




	Verus, Lucius (Roman emperor) here

	Vestal Virgins here, here

	video games here, here

	agency here

	RPGs here, here

	strategy here

	tactical here




	Vikings (Hirst, Michael) here, here

	violence here, here, here, here, here see also warfare

	in Ab Urbe Condita here

	Agrippina (Guazzoni, Enrico) here

	in Arena, The (Carver, Steve) here, here, here

	in Centurion here

	cinematography here, here

	in corazón del imperio, El here, here, here

	in Eagle of the Ninth, The (Simpson, Michael and Taylor, Baz) here

	in Eagle of the Ninth, The (Sutcliffe, Rosemary) here

	fan fiction here

	in Gladiator here

	in Hunger Games, The film series here, here

	rape here, here, here, here, here, here

	in Rome here

	in Romolo ed Ersilia here

	in Romulus here

	in Spartacus television series here




	Virgil

	Aeneid here




	‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (Mulvey, Laura) here, here

	voice here, here, here, here see also agency; dialogue; speech

	in Domina here

	male here, here

	presenters here, here

	RP here, here

	SBE here

	video games here




	von Stroheim, Erich

	Merry-go-round here








	Walker, Polly here, here, here, here, here, here

	warfare here, here, here, here

	rape here

	video games here, here, here




	warriors see also female warriors

	male here




	‘We Will Rock You’ Pepsi commercial (Singh, Tarsem) here, here

	weaving here

	Wellman, William A.

	Lady of Burlesque here




	‘When You Wake, I’ll Be There’ (MythologyPastry) here

	‘Whip Hand’ (Vaznetti) here

	White, Hayden here

	‘Burden of History, The’ here




	Williams, Christian and Tapert, Robert

	Hercules: The Legendary Journeys here, here




	Wire, The (Simon, David) here

	Woman (Tourneur, Maurice) here

	Woman in Paris, A (Chaplin, Charlie) here

	Women in Cages (de Leon, Gerardo) here

	women-in-prison films here

	Wonder Woman (Jenkins, Patty) here, here

	Wonder Woman 1984 (Jenkins, Patty) here

	Works and Days (Hesiod) here

	wrestling here

	Wyke, Maria here






	Xena: Warrior Princess (Schulian, John and Tapert, Robert) here, here, here, here






	Yo, Julia (Posteguillo, Santiago) here, here

	Young Hercules (Tapert, Robert and Raimi, Sam) here

	Young, Roger

	Imperium: Augustus here, here, here, here, here, here








	Zimmerman, D. H. and West, C. here, here
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Although in one sense she never returned to Rome, in another - greater - sense, she never left. Her actions had shaken the very foundations of
society, giving the lie to the notion that women cannot aspire to the lofty heights that men can reach.
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