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Jo Ann Shelton's "As the Romans Did": A Deep Dive into Ancient
Roman Sexuality and Modern Interpretation

Jo Ann Shelton’s "As the Romans Did: A Sourcebook on Roman Sexual Practices" remains a controversial yet influential work,
decades after its publication. While not without its critics, the book offers a detailed, albeit sometimes graphic, exploration of
Roman sexuality, challenging modern perceptions and prompting discussions about historical context, cultural relativism, and
the complexities of interpreting ancient sources. This article delves into Shelton's work, examining its impact, criticisms, and
the broader implications of studying Roman sexuality. It's crucial to approach this topic with sensitivity and awareness of the
potential for misinterpretation and the importance of responsible historical scholarship.

3. How does the concept of "normality" in sexuality differ between Roman society and modern society? Roman society had a
more fluid understanding of sexual identity and expression than modern Western societies. The concept of "normality" was
much broader, influenced by social class and cultural norms.
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The Challenges of Interpreting Ancient Sources: A Case Study

1. How does Shelton's work compare to more recent scholarship on Roman sexuality? Recent scholarship emphasizes
intersectionality, exploring the impact of social factors like class, race, and gender on sexual experiences. It also utilizes more
sophisticated methodologies to interpret ancient sources.

Interpreting ancient sexual practices presents significant challenges. Consider the difficulty in deciphering the meaning of
artistic representations, often laden with symbolic language and cultural conventions lost to time. A seemingly straightforward
image of a sexual act might have held a far more complex meaning within its original context. For example, a fresco depicting
a scene of intercourse might not necessarily represent straightforward sexual expression, but could symbolize fertility, social
status, or even political allegiances.

Modern Scholarship and Beyond Shelton: A Re-evaluation

The book's central thesis revolves around providing a factual, source-based account of Roman sexual practices, moving
beyond romanticized or moralistic interpretations prevalent in previous scholarship. Shelton meticulously examines a wide
range of sources, including literature, inscriptions, and art, to paint a nuanced picture of Roman sexual behavior across
different social classes and time periods. This approach, though groundbreaking at the time, also became a point of
contention.

Subsequent scholarship has built upon and challenged Shelton's work. Modern historians employ more sophisticated
methodologies, incorporating interdisciplinary approaches, and focusing on issues of power, gender, and social structures. This
has led to a more nuanced and contextualized understanding of Roman sexuality, moving beyond simple descriptions to
exploring the social and cultural implications of sexual practices.
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Sexuality in the Roman Empire: Diverse Practices and Social Contexts

While not without its shortcomings, Shelton’s work offers several valuable contributions:

4. How can we avoid misinterpreting ancient sources when discussing Roman sexuality? Careful contextualization,
interdisciplinary approaches, awareness of biases, and utilizing a wide range of sources are essential to avoid
misinterpretations.

Conclusion: A Legacy of Inquiry

However, it's essential to acknowledge limitations:

The social context significantly shaped the acceptability and interpretation of sexual acts. What might have been considered
acceptable in one social setting could be utterly taboo in another. This complexity requires careful consideration when
interpreting ancient sources.

The Roman Empire was characterized by a remarkable diversity of sexual practices. While male-male relationships were
widespread and often held different meanings than modern interpretations, heterosexual practices remained central to family
life and societal reproduction. Shelton touches upon these diverse practices, but modern scholarship further explores the
complexity of Roman sexual identities and expressions. Concepts of gender and sexuality were not perceived in the same way
as in contemporary Western societies, leading to different understandings of sexual roles and relationships.

Comprehensive Source Base: The book meticulously compiles evidence from various sources, providing a rich tapestry of
Roman sexual practices. This comprehensive approach allows readers to engage with the topic beyond simplistic
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generalizations.
Challenging Moralistic Biases: Shelton directly confronts the tendency to judge ancient cultures through the lens of modern
morality. By highlighting the significant differences between Roman and modern sexual norms, she encourages critical
reflection on cultural relativism.
Nuance and Complexity: The book avoids simplistic narratives, acknowledging the diversity of sexual experiences and
practices within Roman society. This nuanced approach recognizes that "Roman sexuality" wasn't a monolithic entity.
Stimulating Further Research: "As the Romans Did" spurred further scholarly investigation into Roman sexuality, leading to a
more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the topic.

5. What are the key debates surrounding the interpretation of Roman sexual imagery in art and literature? Debates center on
the symbolic meaning versus literal interpretation, the role of power dynamics, and the impact of cultural context on
understanding the imagery.

2. What are some of the ethical considerations involved in studying ancient sexuality? Ethical considerations involve avoiding
present-day biases, acknowledging power dynamics in ancient societies, and respecting the sensitivities of modern readers.

Advanced FAQs:

Advantages (and Considerations) of Shelton's Approach:

Potential for Misinterpretation: The graphic nature of some descriptions and the potential for misinterpretation of ancient
sources remain valid criticisms. The book's focus on explicit details, while intended to be factual, can be easily taken out of
context.
Bias and Perspective: Like any historical work, Shelton's perspective and the sources she chose inevitably shape her narrative.
Modern scholarship has further enriched our understanding of Roman sexuality, offering alternative perspectives and
challenging some of Shelton's conclusions.
Lack of Intersectional Analysis: Modern scholarship emphasizes the importance of intersectionality, examining how factors like
gender, class, and race shaped sexual experiences. Shelton’s work, while groundbreaking for its time, could benefit from a
more intersectional analysis.
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For instance, research now emphasizes the significant differences in sexual experiences between men and women, slaves and
free persons, and those of different social classes. This nuanced perspective acknowledges the power dynamics embedded in
Roman sexual interactions and highlights the limitations of applying modern moral frameworks to ancient cultures.

| Source Type | Advantages | Disadvantages | Example in "As the Romans Did" |
|--------------------|-------------------------------------------|--------------------------------------------------|---------------------------------------------------|
| Literary Texts | Offer explicit descriptions and narratives | Potential for bias, exaggeration, and limited scope | References to
satirists like Juvenal and Petronius |
| Inscriptions | Provide direct evidence of specific practices | Often fragmentary and require careful interpretation | Epitaphs
reflecting sexual relationships |
| Archaeological Finds| Offer visual representations | Can be open to multiple interpretations | Depictions of sexual acts in
mosaics and frescoes |

Jo Ann Shelton's "As the Romans Did" remains a significant, albeit controversial, contribution to the study of Roman sexuality.
While its explicit nature and potential for misinterpretation require careful engagement, the book's merit lies in its
comprehensive approach, its challenge to moralistic biases, and its contribution to stimulating further research. Modern
scholarship has built upon Shelton's work, incorporating more sophisticated methodologies and a greater focus on social
context, gender, and power dynamics. Ultimately, "As the Romans Did" serves as a reminder of the complexities of
interpreting the past and the ongoing need for critical engagement with ancient sources.
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