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 Press release 

 

Through outstanding works from the Louvre Museum, CaixaForum Madrid 

explores the diverse, plural image of women in Ancient Rome 

 

Roman women were at once the object of love and of fear, and of desire and 

scorn. Whether respectable matrons, harlots, priestesses or empresses, they 

were considered inferior under the law. However, despite this subordinate 

role, basically as wives and mothers, women occupied a prominent position 

in Roman society compared to other ancient civilisations. Women’s status 

enjoyed a certain evolution in Rome, an advance that was perceptible in both 

customs and general outlook. Through 178 everyday objects used to 

decorate Roman villas, the exhibition Women of Rome. Seductive, Maternal, 

Excessive illustrates this status, which afforded certain privileges, achieved 

through and translated into different representations reflected in mythology, 

religion and the vis materna, as well as in the allegory of seduction and 

excess. The exhibition, produced as a result of an agreement between 

”la Caixa” Foundation and the Louvre Museum for the joint organisation of 

major projects like this one, features many outstanding works, including a 

series of murals from Pompeii and others restored especially to go on show 

at CaixaForum, such as the terracotta reliefs known as "campana tiles". 

 

 
Women of Rome. Seductive, Maternal, Excessive. Collections of the Louvre 
Museum. Lugar: CaixaForum Madrid (Paseo del Prado, 36). Dates: from 4 November 
2015 to 14 February 2016. Organisation: Exhibition jointly organised by ”la Caixa” 
Foundation and the Louvre Museum. Curators: Daniel Roger, head curator, 
Department of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Antiquities, Louvre Museum, and Aurélie 
Piriou, science advisor to the Department of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Antiquities, 
Louvre Museum. 

 

 @CaixaForum #MujeresdeRoma 
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Calliope, fresco, 1st century AD, Musée du Louvre © 
RMN-Grand Palais (Musée du Louvre) / Hervé 
Lewandowski 

 

Madrid, 3 November 2015. At CaixaForum Madrid today, Elisa Durán, 

assistant general manager of ”la Caixa” Banking Foundation, Daniel Roger 

head curator of the Department of Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Antiquities at 

the Louvre Museum, and Aurélie Piriou, science advisor to the Department of 

Greek, Etruscan, and Roman Antiquities at the Louvre Museum, presented the 

exhibition Women of Rome. Seductive, Maternal, Excessive. Collections of the 

Louvre Museum. 

 

This is an exceptional archaeological exhibition devoted to the image of women 

in Roman domestic decorations, based on works from the collections of the 

Louvre Museum. Women of Rome… is organised within the framework of 

”la Caixa” Foundation’s mission of presenting shows devoted to the great 

cultures of the past. 

 

The purpose behind the exhibitions that 

”la Caixa” Foundation devotes to the field of 

archaeology and history is to enable 

audiences to discover the ways in which 

men and women from different places and 

periods have attempted to resolve the great 

universal questions, and to broaden our 

understanding of the world through 

knowledge of the most recent historical and 

archaeological researches. The complexity 

of cultures from the past helps us to 

understand the complexity of today’s world; 

the diversity of ancient peoples, the diversity 

in the society of our own time. 

 

 

Rome is amongst the ancient cultures that occupy a prominent position in the 

organisation’s programme of activities. This is partly because, unlike others that 

are very distant from us in both time and space, Roman civilisation developed in 

the very same places that we inhabit today. That is why, through initiatives such 

as the exhibition Romanorum Vita, which has been travelling throughout Spain 

for the last four years, ”la Caixa” Foundation seeks to illustrate, not only what 

Imperial Rome was like, but also the everyday life of our ancestors, presenting 

the findings of archaeologists and historians. 
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A multi-layered reading of images linked to the world of women  

 

This new project devoted to Rome, organised in cooperation with the Louvre 

Museum, focuses on the role of women in Roman society. The show, which 

traces an exhaustive route through the subject, proposes a multifaceted look at 

images associated with the female world in this ancient civilisation. 

 

Women played an eminent role in Rome compared to other ancient societies. 

There was some evolution of women’s status in Roman society, something that 

could be seen, not only in customs, but also in the prevailing mentality, as well 

as in representations and domestic decoration. The evolution of the general 

outlook generated a contradiction between a traditional, aristocratic image and 

the reality of a society in which women were beginning to become emancipated 

and in which their achievements allowed them to surpass their ancestral role. 

The relatively privileged status of women in Rome was translated into different 

representations of them, seen through the prism of religion and mythology and 

the vis materna, and in the allegory of seduction and excess. 

 

Roman women were at the same time the object of love and fear, desire and 

scorn. Despite the subordinate role – basically as mothers and wives – that they 

played in accordance with laws and customs, women occupied a prominent 

place in representations, often mythological, created for decoration; from the 

spiritual inspiration of the Muses to Venus, the very image of beauty and 

seduction; from virtuous Minerva and Diana, firm champions of virginity and 

purity, to the monstrous Gorgons and Sirens; from life-giving women, 

personified by natural forces and the cycles, to the agents of terrible tragedies 

and unhappy disasters, like Medea and Pasiphae.  

 

An exhibition featuring 178 pieces, including 47 restored especially for the 

occasion  

 

Women of Rome. Seductive, Maternal, Excessive features 178 Roman pieces 

of the highest quality from the collections of the Louvre Museum. These works, 

which represent women, goddesses and mythological beings, place the focus 

on what was closest to Roman women: the domestic decoration that 

surrounded them and the objects that accompanied them in their everyday 

lives.  

 

 The exhibition project was generated by the desire to study, restore and 

disseminate the collections of mural painting and architectural terracotta 

plaques conserved by the Department of Greek, Etruscan and Roman 
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Antiquities at the Louvre Museum. Accordingly, particularly outstanding 

amongst the works selected are the series of mural paintings from Pompeii and 

the so-called “Campana tiles”, some thirty terracotta reliefs recently restored 

thanks to the cooperation agreement between ”la Caixa” Foundation and the 

Louvre Museum. These reliefs will be on show for the first time at the 

CaixaForum centres at which this travelling exhibition is presented. 

 

Besides the mural paintings and the terracotta plaques, the exhibition also 

features other outstanding pieces, such as many marble sculptures and busts, 

mosaics and everyday objects: from oil bells to candle-holders, mirrors, hairpins 

and cameos, as well as several pieces of jewellery. 

 

As usual in exhibitions organised by ”la Caixa” Foundation, the project includes 

the publication of a catalogue containing descriptions of all the major scientific 

contributions that made it possible, as well as several essays by international 

experts. 

 

Moreover, a complete programme of parallel activities has also been organised. 

The programme includes an innovative new initiative, Weekend in Rome, a 

series of workshops, lectures and other activities to enable participants to 

discover Ancient Rome. The activities include a showcooking session and 

dramatised visits to the exhibition. The parallel programme also includes 

activities for specific groups – senior citizens, families and the education 

community – and different types of visits for groups with special needs. 

 

A new cooperation initiative with the Louvre Museum 

 

The cooperation between ”la Caixa” Foundation and the Louvre Museum is the 

result of both institutions’ mission to promote knowledge by organising 

exhibitions of an archaeological type, enabling visitors to learn more about other 

civilisations, as well as shows devoted to art both ancient and modern. 

 

This ambitious agreement forms part of ”la Caixa” Foundation’s policy, 

established in recent years, of forging strategic alliances with major cultural 

institutions around the world with a view to intensifying the organisation’s 

activities in the field of culture and generating synergies with centres of the 

highest international standing. 

 

This historic understanding was intensified by the signing of two cooperation 

agreements for consecutive periods (2008-2012 and 2012-2016) for the joint 

organisation of exhibitions at cultural centres operated by ”la Caixa” Foundation, 
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including the loan of works from the Louvre collections and curatorial services 

by specialists from the Parisian museum. 

 

Thanks to this agreement, the various CaixaForum centres have hosted such 

diverse, high quality shows as Roads of Arabia. Archaeological Treasures from 

the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia; Etruscan Princes. Between East and West; 

Another Egypt. Coptic Collections from the Louvre Museum; Delacroix (1798-

1863); Before the Flood. Mesopotamia (3500 – 2000 BC); and, more recently, 

last spring, Animals and Pharaohs. The Animal Kingdom in Ancient Egypt. 

 

Women of Rome will be presented firstly at CaixaForum Madrid, after which it 

will travel to Zaragoza and Palma. Subsequently, the Madrid centre will host the 

exhibition Drawing Versailles. Charles Le Brun (1619-90). 

 

 

EXHIBITION SECTIONS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Roman women were at once the object of love and of fear, and of desire and scorn. 

Whether respectable matrons, harlots, priestesses or empresses, they were 

considered inferior under the law, and were always treated as minors, that is to say, 

legally equivalent to children. They depended, firstly, on the authority of their father 

and, if they married, on that of their husband. In fact, the word “virtue” (virtus) derives 

etymologically from vir, meaning “man”. If virtue was a male domain, then it is 

understandable that women should have been excluded from civic life.  

 

Through a selection of works from the collections of the Louvre Museum, this exhibition 

demonstrates that, by around the beginning of our era, women were beginning to play 

new roles. In fact, ancient literature and classical myths describe many female 

characters that play a central role in their narratives. At the beginning of the Roman 

Empire period, these historical or mythical figures begin to appear in Roman domestic 

decoration and the objects that accompany people in their everyday lives.  

 

Despite this subordinate role – basically as wives and mothers – that they were obliged 

to fulfil in accordance with laws and customs, women are the central figures of the 

representations, often on mythological themes, that adorned walls, terracotta and 

painting, jewellery, small statuary and family objects. This presence illustrates a new 

sensitivity, one far removed from the traditional moral worldview that condemned 

women to move only in the private sphere. From this time on, women began to be seen 

as the embodiment of positive principles such as fertility, prosperity, creation and the 

power of destiny. The feminine feelings became considered richer than the masculine 
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and, in a more individualistic society, the relations between men and women were seen 

as equitable exchanges in which desires and power were shared. 

 

This new sensibility emerged due not only to the aesthetic changes that took place in 

the Augustan Age but also to the space that women occupied in the public sphere. The 

wives of the emperors were not the only influential women: in every city of the Empire 

there were women who came to manage fortunes and officiate at important religious 

ceremonies. Clearly, then, Roman society and conditions of life were far ahead of laws 

and mentalities. 

 

1. IMAGES OF WOMEN 

 

1.1. Portraits of Roman women 

In the Roman world, the portrait underwent extraordinary development. In the 

Republican Age, family portraits of ancestors, known as images, presided over and 

protected the home, while the honorary portraits adorned the public square. At this 

time, however, women were not represented. 

 

Under the Empire, images of the emperor and his family, including his wife, sisters and 

daughters, began to occupy the public space throughout Roman world. Women were 

deemed worthy of being present in urban decoration as benefactors, priestesses or 

prominent participants in ceremonies and public events. 

 

In the absence of information about the archaeological context, the hairstyle is the main 

criterion for dating these portraits. Hair fashions varied greatly over the years, set as 

they were by the ladies of the imperial court, made familiar to other Roman women 

thanks to public sculpture. Braids and locks of hair joined at the crown were inspired by 

representations of Aphrodite following Greek models, but to this tradition was added 

the fashion imposed by Empress Livia after the death of her husband Augustus: Livia is 

attributed with introducing a style with two broad, wavy rolls of hair on either side of a 

central parting, with thinner side locks pull back to form a bun at the neck. During the 

reign of Nero, these wavy locks of hair were several layers of loops that sculptors 

imitated by making small drill holes.  

 

During the Flavian dynasty, female hairstyles became ever more sophisticated, with 

many locks rising and spreading around the temples, usually complemented by artificial 

hairpieces. Styles became more simple once again in the time of Faustina the Elder, 

wife of Emperor Antoninus Pius, who made the middle parting fashionable, 

accompanied by wide, wavy locks around the forehead and the hair pulled back in a 

high bun. Later, the use of wigs became widespread under Empress Julia Domna, wife 

of Septimius Severus. 
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1.2. Miniature portraits 

The sculpted portrait spread to the decorative arts and, particularly, to carving and 

engraving, which became hugely popular during the Imperial period. Cameos, used to 

decorate rings, featured elaborately carved portraits on white surface, which stood out 

against a dark background. Known as miniature portraits, these cameos reproduce, in 

relief, the characteristics of busts in painting and sculpture. They also imitated the 

hairstyles that the ladies of the imperial family made fashionable, depicted in 

extraordinary precision given their extremely reduced dimensions.  

 

The case of craft terracotta figurines is different, as these were mass-produced, with 

only occasional personalised commissions for such work. These figurines seek to 

present a generic image of the Roman woman, the archetype of the matron that 

provided the model and aspiration for women of virtue. These models of the female 

head are adorned by graceful hairstyles, arranged by the artists in refined style and 

with great attention to detail. 

 

1.3. Painted portraits 

In the necropolises of strongly Hellenised regions in the Roman province of Egypt were 

found a large number of portraits, some of them female, painted on wooden panels. 

These portraits were placed over the face of the deceased person, held in place by the 

same bandages that were used to wrap the mummified body. The portraits unearthed 

in Antinopolis are roughly cut, adapted to the shape of the figure: narrower at the height 

of the head and wider at shoulder level. Some of these were cut after they had been 

painted and before they were bound to the mummy, suggesting earlier, non-funerary 

uses.  

The form and technique used (encaustic painting, Greek in origin) enable us to deduce 

what those used to adorn homes throughout the Roman world were like. According to 

Pliny the Elder, the oldest painted portraits enjoyed great prestige, even though they 

had to compete with effigies in stone and metal. 

 

2. VIS MATERNA: THE IDEAL ROMAN WOMAN 

 

2.1. Wife and mother: images of the ideal Roman woman   

In Roman society, respectable woman were required to be endowed with certain 

qualities that can be grouped under the term vis materna, the female equivalent of 

male virtus. Nonetheless, artistic representations depicting the central role of wife and 

mother are rare. In domestic decoration, myth prevails over representations of real 

women. The female figures present in these myths serve as sublimated reflections of 

the female ideal that should be pursued in certain aspects of daily life and at crucial 

times, such as marriage or maternity. 
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In artistic representations, this exemplary woman can be recognised by her bearing, 

chaste and noble, as well as her clothing, respectable and decorous. Works can be 

found that depict mothers cradling or nursing their children, symbolising the vital bond 

between them, a tie that will continue throughout their lives. However, there is also a 

dark aspect to the mother, one filled with ambiguity, as is reflected in the myth of the 

sorceress Princess Medea. 

 

2.2. Women and the sacred 

That women occupied an eminent position in the religious sphere is amply illustrated by 

domestic decoration. At home, women were surrounded by images of goddesses from 

the Roman pantheon considered their protectors: Ceres, Juno, Minerva, Diana, Venus 

and so on as well as the mothers of gods and heroes and allegories of the virtues. 

However, representations of women engaging in ritual dances, marching in procession 

and offering libations to the gods are also frequently found in Roman houses. In them, 

the woman goes out to encounter the divinity and clearly has an intense relationship 

with the gods. Scenes of this type depict moments of timeless exchange that is deeply 

imbued with femininity. A different atmosphere, one full of serene piety, emanates from 

miniature paintings in which small groups of women are portrayed with a calm, dignified 

demeanour.  

 

The "Mysteries" were semi-clandestine religious cults in which only the initiated could 

take part, and women play a key role in the mythological narratives on which these 

movements were based. The Eleusinian Mysteries, devoted to agriculture and 

fecundity, grew up around the central figure of Ceres. Women who were initiated into 

these mysteries, linked to the cycles of life, death and resurrection, were required to 

symbolically recreate the episodes of the myth. Despite the secrecy that surrounded 

these rituals, decorative elements depict the stages in initiation through which the 

matron of the house has passed, as well as other heroic deeds that aroused the 

admiration of visitors. The paradigm of domestic painting based on these cults is found 

in the frescoes of the Villa of the Mysteries in the city of Pompeii. 

 

2.3. Forces of nature 

At all times, Roman religious feeling impregnated each moment of life, and this can be 

considered as a form of animism, the belief that everything shares the same spiritual 

essence. Wall decorations, lamps, rings, pendants and other small objects indicate that 

the proximity of women to these images linked to fertility, prosperity, life cycles and so 

on was not just a matter of symbolism, but also reveals the divine power that presides 

over a thing or a person (the numen). 

 

During the reign of Augustus, this reference to the natural flow and the passing of time 

reappears in other representations, such as those of Fortuna, goddess of human fate, 
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bearing the cornucopia, and Selene, who ruled over the moon’s cycles. Moreover, both 

the seasons (Horae) and the winds were given female form, whilst the rivers, 

personified as old people stretched out on the ground, were generally accompanied by 

nymphs, who bring them youth and vitality, similar to the plant decorative motifs known 

as scrolls, often accompanied by young girls.  

A particularly interesting example is that of Victoria, a winged female character that 

represents another force which governs the lives of men and women, intervening on 

behalf of one side or the other and symbolising triumph. In the domestic sphere, 

Victoria brings peace and the certainty that prosperity will be recovered after 

misfortune. 

 

3. SEDUCTION 

 

3.1. Seduction of the spirit 

The Muses represented the perfection of the spirit through the different arts and crafts. 

In the home, they invoked inspiration and embodied intellectual and spiritual concerns. 

When placed in semi-public spaces in the domus, their presence wished illumination 

and enthusiasm on all those who came to the house as guests. 

 

A group of frescoes on the theme of the Muses was found in 1755 in Pompeii, the city 

that was buried by Vesuvius in 79 AD. The god Apollo and eight of the Muses are 

conserved from this painterly series. Due to its poor state of conservation, the ninth, 

Euterpe, was left in the place where it was first found.  

 

The painter combined light and colour in this series. He also individualised the features, 

positions and garments of each character. In its variety and sense of fantasy, this 

creation achieves the dual goals that Cicero assigned to rhetoric: probare, docere and 

movere, delectare, that is to say, “to learn, to teach” and “to move, to delight”. 

 

In two marble reliefs inspired by the same model, the Muse Urania invited meditation 

on the turning points in history and the uncertainty of fate as determined by the 

constellations. The scenes carved into the vessel that supports the Muse depict 

essential episodes in Roman mythology.  

 

The conversation between the Muses and a famous intellectual is a theme still found in 

the fifth century AD in two ivory plaques representing six of the Muses talking with 

characters that might be such classical authors as Homer, Pindar, Herodotus, 

Euripides, Anacreon and Menander. 

 

3.2. Physical seduction  

In the history of Roman art, women began to appear naked much later than men, in 

around the first century BC. Even then it was not real women who were depicted 
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naked, but goddesses or semi-divine creatures. In Roman households, female nudity 

centred, at first, on perfect bodies, full of grace and harmony: those of the Three 

Graces, with their frank sensuality, are the very image of attainable abundance and the 

symbolic representation of plenitude.  

 

Painted on walls, mythological images, as the seduction scene between Io and Argus, 

showed beings ruled by their passions, sensual pleasures and erotic desires, and 

suggested fantasies to Roman men and women that allowed them to partake of the 

same personal experiences at a historic moment when new sensitivities were evolving.  

 

In some cases, the object is to represent the tension between masculine virility and 

feminine sensuality by depicting mythological themes such as the love between the 

nymph Galatea and the giant Polyphemus Galatea; in others, we see hybrid creatures 

like sea nymphs and centaurs that are attractive and powerful, yet threaten danger.  

 

After the first century AD, women are portrayed in domestic decoration as playing an 

activity role in intimacy and the enjoyment of their sexuality. An example is the scene of 

the sexual encounter between Leda and Jupiter, metamorphosed into a swan. These 

erotic scenes are not reserved for the lupanar (brothel), nor do they contradict the 

Roman sense of modesty (pudicitia); rather, they depict the satisfaction of desire as 

one of life’s pleasures of life, a positive accomplishment worth pursuing. 

 

3.3. The faces of Venus 

Following the ancient tradition of the Greek symposium, mundane conversations and 

philosophical discussions amongst the wealthy Roman classes Roman often revolved 

around the goddess Venus. Their discourse concerned the nature and consequences 

of erotic desire. The mosaic from the triclinium in a Roman house at Antioch takes this 

question precisely as its theme. The piece depicts the Judgment of Paris: the Shepherd 

Paris, naming Aphrodite (the Roman Venus) as the most beautiful of all the goddesses, 

planted the seed for the outbreak of the Trojan War. 

 

Due to her victory in this myth, Venus is known as Venus Victrix (victorious). In Rome, 

many military leaders called on her for protection, although Caesar and later Augustus 

preferred to put their trust in Venus Genetrix (mother), mother of the Trojan Aeneas, 

who, having taken refuge on the Italian Peninsula, became the progenitor of the 

Roman people, and Caesar himself traced his lineage (gens) back to Aeneas.  

 

In the field of ornamental statuary, sculptors freely adopted different models of Venus, 

most of them inherited from Greek art. These models ranged from the Venus Pudica to 

the sensual Venus loosening her sandal, as well as the Venus of gardens, Venus 

Urania and Venus Anadyomene (“rising from the sea”).  
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Brides’ dowries often included figurines representing the goddess, made from different 

materials. Archaeological finds also demonstrate her presence on many objects used 

every day: bathing, grooming and jewellery are all associated with Venus who, as a 

goddess born of pure sea foam, is depicted bathing, cleansing and beautifying herself. 

In some of the most common everyday objects her appearance is like that of any 

Roman woman and she even adopts the fashionable hairstyle of the time. 

 

4. EXCESSES 

 

4.1. Chastity and rejection of men  

Unlike sensual Venus or the matronly figure embodied by Juno, Minerva and Diana are 

two chaste and ferocious deities. Living far from men and rejecting any physical 

relationship with them, these two goddesses do not represent the roles of wife and 

mother assigned to Roman women. Accordingly, they are respected and feared. 

 

Minerva is not only the protector of the arts and artisans, but is also a warrior goddess. 

This last characteristic is what was expressed most often in the Roman domestic 

sphere, in both everyday objects and other more valuable goods. Protected by her 

shield, spear, helmet and aegis, her attributes also often include terrible creatures like 

gorgons, griffins and snakes. By slaying such creatures, Minerva enhances life for men 

and women.  

 

The goddess Diana, sister of Apollo, is a huntress, a virgin who fiercely defends her 

maidenhood, and lives in the woods with her companions. Easily recognised by her 

bow and quiver, she is usually portrayed with her dog, dressed in a short chiton that 

enables her to move more freely in the wild. Diana protects hunters, who must worship 

her. She is also the protector of the Amazons, a mythical exclusively female people 

who only tolerated men as slaves and instruments to perpetuate their race. The 

barbaric customs practised by the Amazons included mutilating or killing male children, 

as they kept only the females, cutting off one of their breasts so they could shoot more 

accurately with their bows and handle their spears more easily. 

 

4.2. The Dionysian world 

Dionysus, god of wine, the theatre, mysteries, the good life and the golden age, played 

a crucial role in the religious and cultural history of the Greco-Roman Mediterranean. 

Women occupied a central position in the Dionysian myth, beginning with his mother, 

Semele, and his wife Ariadne, but also including the hosts of Maenads (or Bacchae) 

who accompanied him during the joyous celebrations that he instigated. 

Because of the aura of scandal that surrounded this god, worship of Dionysus (the 

Roman Bacchus) was prohibited in 186 BC by the Roman Senate. However, 140 years 

later, Julius Caesar established Bacchanalia as regularly-staged celebrations. 

However, the activities of Dionysian cults took place, for the most part, in private; that is 



 
 
 

13

why representations of this cult are found abundantly in the home and are directly 

associated with the domestic sphere. 

 

Representations of initiation rites are common, depicting the moment when Dionysus 

reveals his phallus to the candidate, the culminating point in her entry into the 

mysteries of the god, a symbolic gesture that prepared the young bride for the conjugal 

duties ahead. At times such representations feature a less powerful decorative 

repertoire, aimed at creating a more playful Dionysian atmosphere. 

 

The god’s retinue, known as the thiasos, is formed by lewd creatures including satyrs 

and Sileni, as well as the Maenads who, dressed in flowing garments, enthusiastically 

take part in ecstatic dances. Instruments such as the aulos, the syrinx, cymbals and 

drums indicate the frantic festive atmosphere at the Bacchanalia, imbued with mystic, 

sensual rapture.  

 

4.3. Women and monsters 

The presence of monstrous female creatures side-by-side with representations of 

exemplary or desirable women in Roman decoration is open to various interpretations.  

 

Myths in which passion leads their protagonists to commit terrible acts acted as 

warnings: a case in point is, for example, the myth of the sorceress Medea who, after 

killing her own children and fleeing from her kingdom, tries unsuccessfully to poison 

Theseus, eldest son of her new protector, King Aegeus. Another is the tale of Pasiphaë, 

wife of the king of Crete, who had sexual union with a bull, giving birth to the monstrous 

Minotaur, half-man, half-bull.  

 

Very frequently, the presence of these themes in decoration plays a symbolic role: such 

works capture, petrify and neutralise these harmful creatures, turning them into 

apotropaic objects, that is to say, guardians and protectors of the entrances to the 

house. Sirens, creatures who were half-woman, half-bird, and mesmerised sailors with 

their singing, attracting them only to devour them, were used as antefixes on rooftops; 

the Gorgon Medusa, a hybrid being with serpents for hair that turned anyone who 

dared to look into her eyes to stone, was also metamorphosed into stone decorations. 

 

Moreover, these beings invited meditation about the border between people and 

monsters. Hermaphroditus, for example, is a boy of extraordinary beauty that the gods 

turn into a creature half-man, half-woman, in answer to the frenzied prayers of the 

nymph Salmacis. Artisans who produced portraits of this figure employ the surprise 

effect caused by the discovery of masculine attributes in an apparently female body. As 

a result, such statues seem to pose questions about desire and monstrosity. 
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Polyhymnia, Borghese Collection, marble, 1st-2nd 
century AD. Musée du Louvre © 2006 Musée du 
Louvre et AFA / Anne Chauvet  

CONCLUSION: MODERN VISIONS OF ROMAN WOMEN 

 

 The sculpture of Polyhymnia, Muse of myth, may 

well be taken to represent the different ideas and 

contradictions that have arisen over the course of 

history with regard to Roman women.  

 

The statue has a long history. Copied from an 

original Greek work by a Roman artist, it was 

completed in the eighteenth century by the Italian 

sculptor Agostino Penna eighteenth century to 

adorn a princely palace in Rome. Whilst the lower 

part of the statue, the plinth and the legs, covered 

in drapes, are from the ancient world, the entire top 

half is a kind of fusion between restoration and free 

recreation, made at a time when the neoclassical 

movement was flourishing, parallel to the 

development of the first modern archaeological studies.  

 

Like this sculpture of Polyhymnia in which several different moments in history come 

together, the image of the Roman woman presented in this exhibition is the result of a 

long period of evolution filtered by the passing of time. By completing a mutilated 

statue, Penna created an ideal woman, according to the idea of the Muses in 

mythology, but we can quite plausibly wonder whether the upper section is not very 

different from the original Roman sculpture, now lost. 

 

There can be no doubt that Roman women were, in many aspects, different from our 

interpretation based on remains found of household decorations and goods. Antiquity 

continues to be an inexhaustible mine of discoveries that archaeology has merely 

begun to bring to light. 
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ACTIVITIES PARALLEL TO THE EXHIBITION 

 

 

LECTURE BY THE CURATORS 

Thursday, November 5 | 7.30 pm 

 

Women of Rome. Seductive, Maternal, Excessive 

By Daniel Roger, head curator of the Department of Greek, Etruscan, 

and Roman Antiquities, Louvre Museum, and Aurélie Piriou, science advisor to the 

same department. 

Price: €4. Places limited 

 

WEEKEND IN ROME: 6-7 FEBRUARY 2016 

Workshops and lectures to discover Ancient Rome. 

 

Showcooking lecture 

Roman cuisine - live! 

Chef and culinary historian Núria Báguena introduces us to Roman cuisine, illustrating 

her talk by presenting and preparing food live. 

Saturday | 8 pm and Sunday | 5 pm. Price: €4 

 

Workshops 

Two young archaeologists enable us to learn more about this ancient civilisation, 

discussing everyday topics activities in Rome and inviting us to experiment for 

ourselves with ad hoc replicas. 

Coordination: Margarita Orfila Pons, archaeologist and researcher. Professor of 

Archaeology. Department of Prehistory and Archaeology, University of Granada. 

 

Saturday and Sunday, February 6 and 7 | 12.30 and 6.30 pm 

• Beauty and power. Clothing in Ancient Rome 

Price: €4 

 

Saturday and Sunday, February 6 and 7 | 12.30 and 6.30 pm 

• Scripta manent. Reading, writing and deciphering 

Price: €4 

 

Saturday and Sunday, February 6 and 7 | 11 am and 5 pm 

• Coins: Archaeological value and economic value 

Price: €4 
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Exhibition tour and workshop 

Stories of women, goddesses, muses, nymphs and furious beasts 

Saturday, February 6 | 1, 6 and 7 pm / Sunday, February 7 | 11 am and 5 pm 

Price: €4 

 

Family workshop 

Roman cooking with the family 

How did the Romans cook? What did their food taste and smell like? Learn the 

answers to these questions with Núria Bàguena as you look and listen, cook and taste 

food with your family. 

Saturday, February 6 | 10.30 am and 4 pm / Sunday, February 7 | 10.30 and 

Duration: 90 minutes. Recommended age: 7 years and above. Price per person: €2  

 

ACTIVITIES FOR SENIOR CITIZENS (+60 years) 

 

Coffee/Debate with the arts 

Times by agreement with the centre. Duration: 2 hours. Groups: minimum 10 people, 

maximum 30. Price per group: €30. Individual: December 1 and January 26, at 5 pm. 

Reservations: madridCaixaForum@fundacionlacaixa.org  

 

Guided tours 

Price per group: €30. Groups: maximum 30 people, minimum 10. Reservations: 

madridCaixaForum@fundacionlacaixa.org.  

 

VISITS TO THE EXHIBITION 

 

Guided tours 

Fridays, at 7 pm, Saturdays at 12 noon and 7 pm and Sundays and holidays at 12 

noon. Duration: 1 hour. Price per person: €3. Places limited. Audioguides: €4 

 

Guided tours for groups, by arrangement 

Duration: 1 hour. Reservations: madridCaixaForum@fundacionlacaixa.org. Price per 

group: €60  

 

FAMILY ACTIVITIES 

 

Exhibition tour and workshop for families +7 

Stories of women, goddesses, muses, nymphs and furious beasts 

Group visit to the exhibition, illustrated by stories about the lives of real and 

mythological women in Ancient Rome, featuring special materials and short 

dramatisations.  
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See dates and times at www.CaixaForum.com/agenda. Price per person: €2. Places 

limited. Recommended age: from 7 years. 

 

EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITIES  

Groups: maximum 30 pupils 

Advance registration: www.eduCaixa.com 

Information: madridCaixaForum@fundacionlacaixa.org  

 

Dramatised tours for schools groups 

From 5 November 2015 to 14 February 2016 

A tour of the exhibition that enables participants to discover its content through 

observation of the works, discussions and a series of practical activities. 

Levels: from third year primary, ESO compulsory secondary, baccalaureate and 

vocational training. Duration: 90 minutes. 

Price: €25 per group. 

 

Exhibition tour and workshop  

Stories of women, goddesses, muses, nymphs and furious beasts 

From 5 November 2015 to 14 February 2016 

Visit to the exhibition, illustrated by stories about the lives of real and mythological 

women in Ancient Rome, featuring special materials and short dramatisations.  

Levels: infants and first cycle of primary. Duration: 90 minutes. Price: €25 per group. 

 

Guided tours 

 

From 5 November 2015 to 14 February 2016 

Levels: from third year primary, ESO compulsory secondary, baccalaureate and 

vocational training. Duration: 55 minutes. 

Price: €20 per group. 

 

 

Presentation to teachers 

November 11, at 5.30 pm 

Introduction of the educational activities organised around the exhibition. 

Registration: Tel. 913307328 from 10 am to 2 pm // plopez@fundacionlacaixa.org  
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From 4 November 2015 to 14 February 2016 

 

 

 

 

CaixaForum Madrid 

Paseo del Prado, 36 

28014 Madrid 

Tel. 91 330 73 00 

Fax 91 330 73 30 

 

Times: 

Open every day 

From Monday to Sunday, from 10 am to 

8 pm 

 

 

”la Caixa” Foundation Information 

Service: 

Tel. 902 223 040  

Monday to Sunday, from 9 am to 8 pm 

 

 

 

 

Prices: 

Admission free for ”la Caixa” 

customers.  

Visitors other than ”la Caixa” 

customers: €4  (includes admission to 

all exhibitions) 

Admission free for minors under 16 

years 

 

Ticket sales: 

Tickets are also available at 

CaixaForum during public opening 

times 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further information: 

”la Caixa” Foundation Communication Department 

Juan A. García: 913 307 317 / 608 213 095 / jagarcia@fundaciolacaixa.org 

http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 

 

Multimedia Press Room 

http://prensa.lacaixa.es/obrasocial/ 


