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Abstract 

Falk, S. 2022. Den sminkade kvinnan. Kvinnors dagliga använding av smink i Rom. 
Falk, S. 2022. The made-up woman. Women’s daily use of makeup in Rome. 
 
This study details Roman women’s use of makeup, and the relevance of studying makeup when 
exploring the history of Roman women. The study explores the relation between the use of 
makeup and female identity through texts and archaeological material. By first presenting the 
types of makeup used and the paraphernalia associated with the application of makeup, this 
contextualizes how women interacted with makeup on a day-today basis. This leads to a 
discussion on who used makeup and what the use of makeup says about female identity.  

When analyzing women’s use of makeup, this study compares ancient texts, archaeological 
finds, and modern chemical analysis of ancient makeup. This study argues that women of 
different social standings could use makeup, and that women were able to use makeup as a tool 
to establish some control over how they were perceived by the public. This in turn makes 
makeup a way to study female agenda in antiquity. 
 

Denna studie fokuserar på romerska kvinnors användning av smink och relevansen av att 

studera smink i anknytning till romerska kvinnors historia. Studien utforskar relationen mellan 

användningen av smink och kvinnlig identitet genom texter och arkeologiskt material. De olika 

typerna av smink och föremålen associerade med appliceringen av smink presenteras, med syfte 

att kontextualisera hur kvinnor interagerade med smink i sin vardag. Detta lägger grunden för 

diskussionen om vem som använde smink och vad användningen av smink säger om kvinnors 

identitet. 

För att analysera kvinnors användning av smink jämför denna studie antika texter, 

arkeologiska fynd och modern kemisk analys av antikt smink. Denna studie argumenterar att 

kvinnor från olika samhällsklasser kunde använda smink, och att smink gav kvinnor 

möjligheten att påverka hur allmänheten såg dem.  Detta gör i sin tur att smink kan ses som ett 

sätt att studera kvinnlig agenda under antiken. 
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1. Introduction 

The Western world has been presented as the heirs to the classical legacy; democracy, science, 
art, and philosophy have all been claimed.1 Yet there seems to be something missing from the 
roster: impossible demands for beauty, mocking women’s appearances, and shaming women 
for turning towards artificial means in order to achieve said beauty standards. The obsession 
with appearance seems to permeate the very fabric of Western society. We are constantly being 
bombarded with depictions of beauty, especially from advertisements promising solutions for 
our every insecurity. The need for perfection and beauty has led to the global beauty industry 
taking in a total revenue of 500 billion dollars yearly as of 2020, with the majority demographic 
being women.2 This obsession with achieving perfection can also be traced back to Classical 
antiquity, if not further.  

Ancient Romans praised youth and natural beauty, with a woman’s worth being tied to her 
appearance and diminishing with the deterioration that came with age.3 The use of makeup was 
heavily frowned upon by Roman authors, who took every opportunity to bring up how no 
woman should seek to alter her appearance. Despite this, women continue to be described as 
wearing makeup even with the persistent complaints of several ancient authors. This dichotomy 
raises the question: how are we to understand women’s relationship to makeup? 

1.1. Aims and research questions 

The aim of this study is to examine Roman female identity through makeup, by detailing the 

reality of how women used makeup and how it reflects women’s experience with using makep. 

Despite makeup being predominantly used by women the contemporary written sources 

available on makeup are written by men. The title of this study and the focus of the discussion, 

the made-up woman, is in reference to how the women as presented in literature can be seen as 

made up by male writers, but also references the makeup women used to make themselves up 

as an act of self-representation. A reoccurring problem with female history is that the female 

perspective is lost, and this sentiment has shaped the research into ancient cosmetics, with the 

study of ancient makeup having until recently lacked reflection about the role that makeup 

played in the life of women. By comparing the made-up woman from the literary sources to the 

archaeological finds of women and makeup, I seek to gain insight into Roman women’s every-

day life. It will also enable the discussion of Roman women’s identity through their use of, and 

relationship to, makeup by discussing who used makeup and to what end. In order to do so this 

study will seek to answer the questions:  

• What insights into Roman women’s lives can be gleaned from studying their use of makeup? 

• How can makeup help us understand female identity for Roman women? 

These questions are approached by a comparative analysis of texts discussing women and 
makeup, and archaeological finds of makeup and cosmetic objects. The texts are used to seek 

 
1 Grafton, Most & Settis 2010, viii–viiii. 
2 Gerstell et al. 2020, 3; Łopaciuk & Łoboda 2013, 1080–1081. 
3 Berg 2017, 27–29; Stewart 2007, 110–111. 
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answers regarding the contemporary opinions and descriptions of makeup. The archaeological 
finds are of interest because of what they say regarding the makeup itself, as well as what the 
objects placements and visual components says about the women who used them. This 
comparison creates further understanding of the female experience through their use of makeup 
and the space that women occupied.  

By studying these questions using textual and archaeological sources I seek to understand 
how makeup fit into the female narrative, and in what way they can and should play a part when 
studying the female experience in antiquity. The topics discussed in this study reflect points 
made regarding makeup in ancient textual sources. With the textual sources as a point of 
reference, comparisons are made with the archaeological material, with the intended purpose 
of problematizing the male perspective of makeup. By comparing the different sources, textual, 
archaeological, and chemical analysis, it becomes possible to determine the veracity of the 
textual sources, and how they correlate to the archaeological finds. 

1.2. Theory 

This study aims to explore the lives of women through makeup. The reoccurring theme when 
studying women throughout history, but especially in antiquity, is the absence of female 
narrative and agenda. Critique on the subject of female studies in antiquity centers around the 
inclusion of texts written by male authors, correctly pointing out that the female perspective is 
lacking, as the texts are written by and for a literary circle composed of men from the upper 
class.4 What is written might not be representative of the lives and opinions of the masses, 
simply reflecting topics and people that concerned these upper-class men. What written sources 
there are regarding women are usually concerning upper-class women, with the working-class 
woman and slaves often being invisible in the written materials.5 The texts used when studying 
women may then not provide a truthful depiction of women but that does not mean that they 
should be entirely discounted.6 

To counteract the problems that surround the study of women in antiquity this study will 
take its cues from intersectional feminism, seeking to showcase how the term women can be 
expanded upon, and the different aspects that come together to create the lives of different 
women. The purpose of intersectional feminism is to recognize how different aspects of a 
person’s identity might interact to change the way they experience the world, and the barriers 
they might face as a result.7 For this study, this perspective results in a focus on how gender, 
age and socio-economic standing affects women’s interaction with makeup. Combining and 
cross-referencing textual and archaeological source materials results in a more unbiased 
perspective on the lives of women. This is also taking cues from feminist archaeology, which 
seeks to increase the visibility of women and move beyond simply identifying ‘female’ 
artefacts, and instead focuses on underlying patterns and agenda.8 Since the source material on 
women is lacking or ambiguous, it makes this kind of patchwork approach necessary.9 

1.3. Method and material 

The ancient source materials which are used in this study are ancient texts and archaeological 
finds. The material gathered and presented have been selected for their relevance to the study 
of women and makeup, with the reasoning that the practice of makeup, as opposed to general 

 
4 Lowell 2001, 111; Plant 2004, 6. 
5 Plant 2004, 6–7; Stewart 2007, 15–19. 
6 Stewart 2007, 18–19, 21–23. 
7 Hill Collins & Bilge 2016, 11–13. 
8 For more on feminist archaeology, see Allison 1999 and Lawrence 1999. 
9 Olson 2009, 292–293; Stewart 2007, 21–23. 
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cosmetics, will be more useful when studying women, as makeup was primarily used by, and 
closely associated with, women in classical texts.10 In Classical antiquity there was a distinction 
between cosmetic and makeup, with cosmetics being used for kosmêtikon tês iatrikês meros 
(the preservation of beauty) usually by caring for the body, keeping it looking healthy and 
young by cleaning and moisturizing it. In contrast, to kommôtikon (the "unnatural 
embellishment" of looks) describes products used to alter the appearance, by using makeup and 
hair dye. The former kind was acceptable, the latter was considered immoral.11  

This study is concerned with the broader Roman female interaction with makeup, so the 
results may not be applicable to every woman within the Roman boarders. Rome was made up 
of women from different cultural backgrounds, and the area controlled by Rome changed 
rapidly. This study will therefore make some generalizations regarding the women who 
inhabited the Roman Empire. This study will overlook how cultural background affects 
women’s interaction with makeup and refers to Roman women as a generalized group. The use 
of makeup amongst men is briefly mentioned but is not the focus of this study. 

This study makes no attempt to present every ancient text that discusses makeup. Nor will 
this detail the opinion and writings of every author. Instead, I have chosen a number of authors 
who were active during my period of interest, roughly 200 B.C.E. to 200 C.E., and used them 
as my sample group for written records on makeup. I have intentionally utilized texts from 
different genres in order to present a more nuanced picture of what is said regarding women 
and makeup. This study does not attempt to catalog the evolution of different makeup trends 
during this period, again aiming for a more general description of women and their makeup. 
This is partially due to the limited archaeological material and partially because the opinions 
expressed in texts remain largely unchanged throughout the 400 years of literature used in this 
study. Incorporating different textual sources will arguably provide a more comprehensive 
reflection of the opinions presented by contemporary authors, and highlight reoccurring themes 
regarding makeup. These reoccurring themes will then help guide my research by comparing 
the textual descriptions of makeup with the archaeological material to see if and how the two 
match up. 

The authors presented in this study were chosen on slightly different grounds, with some 
being used for their medical or scientific writings, and others selected because of their extensive 
commentary on the Roman people and their habits. In the case of Pliny the Elder, Dioscorides, 
Vitruvius, and Ovid, their relevance lies in their actual description of makeup and their 
ingredients. Juvenal, Martial, Clement of Alexandria, are of interest based on their observations 
of people, with some of them being more critical or satirical than others. As there are different 
genres it will be important to differentiate between statements, and their bias. The satirical 
writers tend to exaggerate either for humorous effect or for criticism, Ovid’s romantic poems 
romanticize or fabricate in order to titillate the reader, and although Pliny the Elder intends to 
make an objective record of the natural history his statements are still colored by his experiences 
and cultural background. We know of texts about cosmetics written by women only by the 
reference to them in other works. These have sadly not been preserved, forcing this study to 
simply look to male authors for textual evidence on makeup.12 In order to access the female 
perspective through the male authors it is necessary to do a close reading of the texts, to fully 
analyze, contextualize and interpret the meaning of them. By doing this the hope is to extract 
objective information and compare it to the archaeological material. 

The archaeological materials that are referenced in this work have been taken from different 
excavations, time periods and regions within the Roman Empire. The scarcity of makeup finds 
has made this necessary, and due to the insufficient amount of material this study will be a 
qualitative analysis, focusing on a select few items to highlight and exemplify how the 
archaeological material relates to the textual evidence. The material revolves around the 

 
10 Stewart 2007, 9, 33. 
11 Olson 2009, 294. 
12 Parker 2012, 360, 377; Plant 2004, 5. Queen Cleopatra VII is quoted as to have written a Book on 

beautification. Lais of Elephantis was said to be a prostitute who wrote On things cosmetics, directed at 

prostitutes with recipes for cosmetics and abortions. For more on female writers see Plant 2004. 
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makeup containers, the tools used in the makeup routine, and storage of the makeup. This work 
also specifically looks at finds of preserved makeup, which is used in Chapter 4.1. where 
modern chemical analysis of ancient makeup is presented. 
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2.  Previous research 

Ancient cosmetics has been a fairly underdeveloped field of study up until a couple of decades 
ago. Previous research into the topic of cosmetics has either been concerned with what it says 
about the beauty standards of ancient Greece and Rome or focused solely on translating 
cosmetic texts and identifying the specific ingredients used. With the evolution of chemical 
analysis, as well as a broader interests in women’s studies, this is changing. The relevance of 
the study of women and makeup has been an evolving field, with feminist archaeology creating 
interest in tracking patterns of female actions and exploring how women interacted with and 
influenced their surroundings.13 Studies on both female identity and makeup have been done in 
conjunction to feminist archaeology, but there has only been a handful attempts of combining 
the two, to explore aspects of women’s experience and role as cultural influencers.14  

Several studies have focused on the attitude towards makeup and their connection to female 
beauty standards.15 The authors discuss beauty standards for women, the desirable whiteness of 
the skin, and how women went about achieving the beauty ideals of their time.16 Regarding 
ancient authors and their view on cosmetics, evidence has mostly been drawn from Ovid and 
his writing on female beauty and cosmetics. Researchers have written about Ovid’s writing 
regarding the different cures and beautifying cosmetics, the recipes he presents and their 
intended uses.17 Recent studies have incorporated more archaeological materials as they are 
being discovered or rediscovered in collections, whereas previous research mainly focused on 
textual accounts of women and cosmetics.18 

Chemical analysis of preserved cosmetics found within archaeological contexts has been a 
topic of interest since the start of the century, and techniques continue to evolve. Chemical 
analysis has revealed the components used in cosmetics as well as the quantity and preparations. 
This approach is being used by various historical disciplines, helping uncover medicinal, 
cosmetic, and dermatological cures from ancient Egypt, Rome and Greece. Discoveries are 
being used to illuminate the health of the historic people but has also helped in recreating some 
ancient cosmetics.19 In most cases, chemical analysis has corroborated the ancient written 
sources, with the addition of modern dermatology also being used to hypothesize the usefulness 
of the remedies.20 

  

 
13 Berg 2017; Allison 1999. 
14 Olson 2009; Stewart 2007. 
15 See Hanson 2021 and Miles 1999. 
16 Olson 2009; Stewart 2007; Stewart 2019. 
17 See Johnson 2016. 
18 Berg 2017. 
19 Izzo et al. 2021, 1–5, 13–14; Ribechini et al. 2008. 
20 Further recommended reading: Green 1979, Johnson 2016, and Ursin, Borelli & Steger 2019. 



 

6 

 

3. The societal opinion of makeup 

Before delving into the specifics of makeup it is necessary to establish what Romans thought 
of makeup, or at least the male, upper class, population. What written sources we have that 
discuss makeup are written by men. Poets and prose writers alike present a negative opinion of 
the use of makeup and women’s preoccupation with their appearances. To care for one’s 
hygiene was expected of any respectable Roman, men and women alike. Plenty of examples 
can be found in the written material where body odor or bad breath is shamed, but there was a 
fine balance to be kept. Any toilette, both male and female, which did not adhere to the 
culturally prescribed standard, i.e., simple, economical and to the point, was deemed unhealthy 
and/or deceitful, going against the Roman virtues which made up the cultural norm.21 

When makeup is discussed in texts, it is generally in order to either persuade women to 
avoid using makeup, to caution men that they may be deceived by women who use makeup to 
improve their looks, or like Clement of Alexandria tries in the following passage, shame the 
women who are using makeup: 

Thrice, I say, not once, do they deserve to perish, who use crocodiles' excrement, and 

anoint themselves with the froth of putrid humours, and stain their eyebrows with soot, 

and rub their cheeks with white lead.22 

With some exceptions the arguments used when the male authors discuss makeup are based on 
how it affects men and how they feel about women using makeup.23 Young women are told that 
they are more beautiful [to men] when they forgo makeup, as men prefer natural beauty.24 Older 
women using makeup to conceal their age are ridiculed either for their vanity or because the 
makeup is visible, further highlighting their age.25 Constantly reflected in texts is that makeup 
is seen as a way for women to deceive men, tricking men into thinking that the woman is more 
beautiful than she really is, and that makeup is used to draw male attention, effectively calling 
women who use makeup self-absorbed, liars, and lustful.26 

The act of making oneself up was, according to written sources, a shameful one. Ovid writes 
on the act of applying makeup: 

So while you are at your toilet let us think that you are asleep; it is more fitting you 

should be seen when the last touch has been given. Why must I know the cause of the 

whiteness of your cheek? Shut your chamber door: why show the unfinished work? There 

 
21 Shumka 2008, 173. 
22 Clem. Al. Paed. 3.2. 
23 For mentions of how makeup affect women: Pliny the Elder and Ovid mentions the toxicity of some makeup, 

and Clement of Alexandria describes how the use of cosmetics can irritate the skin. 
24 Prop. 2.18b. 23–33: “Do you still in your madness imitate the painted Britons and play the wanton with 

foreign dyes upon your cheeks? All beauty is best as nature made it: Belgian rouge is shameful on a Roman face. 

If some woman has stained her forehead with azure dye, is azure beauty on that account to be desired? In hell 

below may many an ill befall that girl who stupidly dyes her hair with a false colour! Stop it! To me you can 

appear beautiful as you are; to me you are beautiful enough if only you visit me often.” 
25 Luc. 4.1174–1176. 
26 Clem. Al. Paed. 3.5.31. Clement of Alexandria links the use of makeup to self-centered obsession with 

appearance. He is also critical about the amount of money women spend on elegant containers for their makeup, 

where he frames it as a demonstration of women’s consumerism and lack of self-discipline. 
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is much that it befits men not to know; most of your doings would offend, did you not 

hide them within.27 

He also advice men that the best way to curb the affection for a woman is to visit her in her 
boudoir while she is doing her toilette, and similarly cautions women to never let her lover see 
her during this routine, explaining that it will surely scare the suitor away.28 Ovid, despite these 
remarks, is somewhat neutral in comparison to other male writers of his time, being the only 
writer who on some occasion encourages the use of makeup. He describes that women’s beauty 
regime is not meant for their lovers, but rather that women can find pleasure in their beauty for 
beauty’s sake.29 Ovid also recounts the beauty regime of women in his life and discusses the 
recipes of the makeup they use without ridicule, describing scenes where he himself sits with 
his beloved while she fixes her appearance.30  
 Ovid is however an outlier, and the common perception of makeup was as a frivolous 
activity performed by women who ought to know better. Moving forward this study tries to 
separate the negative connotations given to makeup, and rather focus on makeup as a taught 
behavior and a habit of women. Rather than perpetuate the long-held opinion that makeup is 
insignificant because it only reflects women’s vanity, this study argues that makeup was a part 
of the female identity and therefore deserves to be studied on its own merits. The following 
chapters presents makeup as patterns of intentional female activity.31 

  

 
27 Ov. Ars am. 3.225–230. 
28 Ov. Rem. am. 351–356; Ov. Ars am. 3.209–210 
29 Ov. Medic. 2–3. 
30 Ov. Am. 14.16–17. For more on this see Johnson’s Ovid on cosmetics, and Ovids Medicamina Faciei. 
31 Olson 2009, 291. 
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4. An ancient beauty routine 

In the previous chapter the opinions reflected in the written sources were discussed. It was 
surmised that there are frequent mentions regarding women and their makeup habits, and that 
the general consensus among the male writers was that women ought not to use makeup because 
it goes against the virtues that were expected of Roman women. This chapter discusses the way 
women used makeup, with examples of the types of makeup used, the tools associated with 
makeup, and where the application of makeup took place on a day-to-day basis.  

Each theme is initiated by an overview of textual sources and then compared to 
archaeological records, in order to contextualize the presence of makeup and their tools. 
Different types of makeups are presented in overarching categories that are based on makeup 
and beauty ideals mentioned in textual sources. Within these categorize chemical analysis of 
the makeup is presented to attempt to understand their use and effectiveness. 

4.1.  Different kinds of makeups and their ingredients 

Makeup was used to alter or enhance the appearance. For Roman women there existed a beauty-
ideal, for both the body, hair and face. From literary sources we learn what features amassed to 
a beautiful face. The reoccurring themes are a pale complexion, color on the cheeks, a red 
mouth, and big, darkly framed eyes.32 In this sub-chapter the different types of makeup used by 
Roman women is detailed, with examples taken from both textual sources and archaeological 
finds of preserved makeup. The ingredients will be discussed based on modern chemical 
knowledge and analysis. Preserved makeup is not found in abundance, so the archaeological 
material presented here is limited, and may not be representative of the makeup situation in 
ancient Rome but have been chosen to exemplify the textual sources. This chapter also makes 
no claim of discussing every type of makeup that was used within the Roman world because, 
as Ovid puts it: 

Boxes you will find, and a thousand colours, and juices that melt and drip into her warm 

bosom.33 

The products discussed here have been chosen to exemplify what the makeup situation could 
look like, and to create a visual image of the makeup that would have been in circulation, as 
well as contextualize the items and spaces associated with makeup. 

4.1.1. Face powders and foundation 

A pale and even complexion was considered the epitome of beauty in Rome.34 Not everyone 
was blessed with a perfect complexion, and according to Ovid, imperfection seem to have been 
the norm: 

 
32 Stewart 2007, 28. 
33 Ov. Rem.am. 354. 
34 Prop. 2.2.2. “Nor is it so much her face that has ensnared me, fair though it be (and lilies are not whiter than 

my mistress)”; Ov. Am. 2.4.39: “A fair white skin will make prey of me []”. 
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Yet rare is the face that lacks a blemish: hide your blemishes, and so far as you can conceal 

any fault of body.35 

To artificially create an even color there were different foundations used by Roman women. 
Some were made from clay or “white earth”, like kaolin (creta) and chia terra, which were 
made into a fine powder and then mixed with water.36 White lead (cerussa) was also used, a 
powder made from steeping lead shavings in vinegar.37 In textual sources the white lead makeup 
is referenced more frequently, despite the Romans being aware of the toxicity of lead, with 
Pliny the Elder writing that although cerussa is useful for giving women a fair complexion it is 
a deadly poison:  

Its properties are the same as those of the substances mentioned above, only it is the mildest of 

them all, and beside that, it is useful for giving women a fair complexion; but like scum of silver, 

it is a deadly poison.38 

Vitruvius further corroborates that lead is found to be dangerous to both animals and humans, 
although none of the authors discourage women from using white lead.39 The clay-based 
foundations were likely less expensive than white lead, and were used for the not so glamorous 
purpose of marking slaves for sales at market.40 The distribution of white lead and clay 
foundations has been suggested as an indicator of economic standing. Although the clay 
foundation may have been less dangerous and harsh on the skin, the written material suggests 
that white lead was more effective, providing better coverage and opaque color, and perhaps 
then more popular among those who could afford it.41  

Archaeological finds have not been able to present any conclusive evidence regarding 
which type of foundation was more or less common. There are contradicting results in the 
material regarding the distribution of different kinds of foundation. The archaeological material 
indicates reginal preferences, with finds from Pompeii for example having turned up slightly 
more finds of natural chalk-based foundation, and Corinth showing a larger presence of white 
lead-based foundation.42 The makeup sample finds are however not extensive enough to 
actually indicate any overarching trends or preferences, with the material that has been 
excavated only representing a random selection of preserved foundations.43 Chemical analysis 
of different ancient foundations suggests that white lead quite possibly would have been favored 
due to its optical properties, with analysis indicating that white lead gave better coverage, 
covered wrinkles, was easier to apply, and had a more pleasant texture. Analysis of white 
makeup have given proof for the use for white lead, kaolin, gypsum and tin oxide as being used 
for white pigments, which confirms the textual descriptions of foundation.44  

The longevity of women’s face makeup is mentioned in texts, referencing that the makeup 
has a tendency to run when exposed to moisture or heat.45 A canister from the middle of the 
second century with preserved cosmetic inside was chemically analyzed and revealed that 40% 
of the cream came from fatty acid of animal origin. Starch molecules were evident in the cream, 
and analysis indicate that the cream was made up of approximately 1:1 of fatty acids and 
carbohydrates. About 15% was made up of inorganic material, specifically tin which was 
determined to have been added intentionally to the mixture in the form of SnO2 (stannic oxide, 
or cassiterite) which provides a white opacity to the cream. The cream was recreated, and it was 
found that when it was applied the heat of the skin melted the fat, making it initially greasy. 

 
35 Ov. Ars am. 3.259–260. 
36 Plin. HN. 35.191-194. Stewart 2019, 304. 
37 Plin. HN. 34.175. 
38 Plin. HN. 34.176. 
39 Vitr. De arch. 8.10. 
40 Stewart 2007, 41. 
41 Stewart 2019, 305–306; Walter et al. 2006, 555–556. 
42 Stewart 2007, 40–41; Stewart 2019, 304-305; Walter et al. 2006, 554–555. 
43 Stewart 2019, 305. 
44 Michel 2016, 30; Walter et al. 2006, 556. 
45 Juv. Sat. 6.471–473; Mart. Spect. 2.41.11–12. 
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The starch ensured that once the cream dried on the skin it gave a matt, powdery and smooth 
finish, and had a pleasant texture. Moisture from rain, sweat or humidity, or heat radiating from 
the face or sun, would have been detrimental to a fatty-based face makeup, and indeed made it 
prone to running like the textual sources suggested.46 

Both Ovid and Pliny the Elder mentions products which gave the skin a shine or glow, 
referred to as candor. This is reminiscent of the goddesses otherworldly and glowing beauty 
and goes to show the source of the contemporary beauty standards.47 This mention of glowing 
beauty could possibly be blamed on the exaggeration of a poetic language on Ovid’s part, but 
given the nature of Pliny the Elders writing it can be reasoned that there is a kernel of truth to 
this description of glowing powders. Pliny the Elder for example describes a type of salt from 
Cappadocia: 

The salt imported from Cappadocia in little bricks is said to impart a gloss to the skin.48 

Ovid alludes to different kinds of skincare (a mask and a scrub) that will result in a shining 
face.49 It has also been suggested that the oil mixed in with the foundation could have given a 
shiny look. Another possibility is a technique used by the Egyptians, where one was to leave 
larger particles intact when grinding the face powder with a pestle and mortar (carbonate of 
lead/cerussa/chalk/creta). This, when applied, would then result in “shimmer powder”.50  

4.1.2. Rouge 

Although the Romans desired a pale face it was important that it did not appear sallow or 
washed out, as this was a typical indication of sickness. A healthy complexion was one with a 
hint of color, with authors writing about the beauty of a blushing young girl.51 The idea seems 
to have been to have a subtle touch of color so that it would read natural, with authors drawing 
parallels with nature, comparing women’s cheeks to rose petals floating in milk, or the harvest 
moon, just to name a few.52 

There was a wide array of rouge products, made from a variety of substances, with probably 
even more used than what is known of today. Known colorants for rouge include fruit juice, 
like faex, a product made from the dregs of leftover wine, or the juice of mulberry (morrum). 
Others could be made from red ochre (rubrica), A rouge known as purissum was made using 
expensive dye from a shellfish called murex, mixed with either chalk or earth.53 Ovid mentions 
women using poisonous compounds to paint their cheeks, which some researchers have taken 
as refer to red mercuric sulphide or cinnabar (cinnabar) which was imported from Spain and 
India.54 Cinnabar is mentioned by Pliny the Elder on several occasions but he never makes any 
reference to women using it as makeup. The poisonous substance could also reference red lead, 
which could be sourced from white lead if heated further.55  

Based on textual and archaeological finds most makeup with colored pigments found are 
in ranging colors of red, pink, and purple. The mineral colorants give a stronger red/orange 
color, with plant-based pigments like madder lake providing a pinker color.56 There is no 

 
46 Evershed et al. 2004, 35–36. 
47 Stewart 2007, 41. 
48 Plin. HN. 31.84 
49 Ov. Medic. 68. 
50 Stewart 2007, 41–42. 
51 Michel 2016, 29; Stewart 2007, 107–108. 
52 Prop. 2.3.12; Ov. Am. 2.5.35–38; Ov. Am.2.5.34–42. 
53 Stewart 2007, 42–43. 
54 Stewart 2019, 307. Stewart argues that women would continue to use dangerous compounds as makeup 

because of their exotic, and therefore luxurious, nature. This is however refuted by Olson 2009 based on the lack of 

textual sources. 
55 Plin. HN. 34.176; Stewart 2007, 40–41; Olson 2009, 295–296. 
56 Osorio et al. 2019, 180–181. 
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evidence for lipstick during the period concerned in this study, so when cosmetics ranging in 
these hues are found it is most commonly identified as rouge.57  

Pink residue was found on a makeup tool (Figure 1) which was probably used for preparing 
makeup. The tool was dated to the 5th century AD and found in the Spanish colony Vitrix-Iulia-
Celsa. The residue was pink and brown in color, and was concentrated around the decorated 
end, which was most likely used for mixing, and on the ring on the other side of the shaft 
probably meant for gripping. From the same excavation a colorless, globular, glass bottle was 
found, dated to the first century AD, with similar pink residue clinging to the inner wall.58 
Chemical analysis determined that the substances found on the tool and inside the glass vessel 
were similar in composition, both showing the presence of a lipid of vegetable origin (e.g., plant 
oil.), most likely olive oil, and using madder lake for pigmentation. The use and benefits of 
using high quality olive oil cosmetics is attested in written sources, and madder lake was a 
common ingredient in both medicine and cosmetics.59 Aluminum has also been added, which 
when mixed with oil would create a stronger adhesion and improve the products ability to hold 
up to water.60  

During an excavation in Mérida, preserved powder was found in a pyxis made from a shell 
(Figure 6). The makeup was dated to the first century AD and was similarly composed of 
madder lake or ‘rose madder’ obtained by using cold alum as a fixative agent. This gave the 
powder a clear pink color (Figure 2).61  

Another example of possible rouge powder was found in a Roman bronze mirror box of 
unknown origin and date. The box contained remains of a compact powder, pinkish-violet in 
color, The compact powder when analyzed was found to contain finely pulverized lime, 
beeswax and an organic red dye, most likely from the roots of dyer’s bugloss. 62 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
57 Michel 2016, 30; Olson 2009, 297. 
58 Pérez-Arantegui et al. 2009, 1019–1028. 
59 Pérez-Arantegui et al. 2009, 1023–1026; Stewart 2007, 45. 
60 Pérez-Arantegui et al. 2009, 1020–1025; Plin. HN. 13.13. 
61 Osorio et al. 2019, 179–182. 
62 Michel 2017, 30. 

Figure 1 (Left). Bronze tool 

with pink makeup residue. 
Figure 2 (Above). Pink powder found in a 

shell pyxis. 
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4.1.3. Eye-makeup 

The purpose of eye-makeup was to give a wide-eyed look, achieved by darkening and 
lengthening the eyelashes, painting the eyelid, and having well-defined and long eyebrows that 
met over the bridge of the nose.63 There were numerous products used for achieving this doe-
eyed look. According to Pliny the Elder at least the coloring of eyelashes was indeed a rather 
commonplace practice, and he remarks on women’s diligence: 

The eye lashes. Women actually have them dyed every day: such is their desire to achieve 

beauty that they colour even their eyes […]64 

The term, Calliblepheron refers to a general multipurpose makeup that could be applied to the 
eyelid, eyebrows, and eyelashes, darkening and defining the aforementioned features.65  
In some cases, the actual recipes of specific products are documented, like a product called 
Calliblepharum, which was made from the ashes of rose-kernels, dates or saffron, and is 
described as making the eyes bigger. It is not mentioned weather the application is meant for 
the eyelashes or eyelids, with the possibility that the male authors themselves did not know.66 

Different hues and pigments had different uses. For the eyelashes a darker black was 
desired, utilizing dark pigments like ashes (favilla) or fuligo, a black pigment made from soot 
or powdered antimony. 67 A very cheap alternative was using the soot from oil lamps (fungus 
lacernae), since oil lamps were used by most of the Roman population.68 

Eyebrows could be colored depending on the wearer’s preference, either darkened using 
the pigments mentioned above, or lightened using white lead. In addition, saffron and the 
mineral malachite could also be used as colorants to provide different hues. They were both 
exotic and expensive, which made them a symbol of luxury. Saffron had the added benefit of 
giving products a more pleasant scent.69 

The use of kohl, a product used to frame the eyes, was imported from Egypt. Remnants of 

kohl have been found in cylindrical tubes, some of them made up of multiple tubes fused 

together, probably used for storing different colored kohl (Figure 3). When analyzed kohl 

mainly consists of galena, a sulfide of lead (PbS), known to the Romans as “stibium”. Galena 

provides a dark and glossy color and could be mixed with different minerals and herbs to further 

color it. Black and green kohl are known to have been used in antiquity, with the green color 

coming from the mineral malachite. Saffron could also be used as a colored eyeliner.70 The kohl 

was kept as a powder in long, thin vials and applied to the lids and brows by taking a thin kohl 

stick (Figure 4) made by wood, glass, bone or ivory, dipping it in water or scented oil and then 

dipping it into the powder. The stick has in some instances been found attached to the vial(s) 

by a chain. The ancient kohl sticks have a larger rounded point at one end, similarly to modern 

kohl sticks. The similar shape would indicate that application was done like it is today, with the 

larger rounded area being used to hold the stick and the thin part being placed horizontally on 

the closed eyelid and drawn out sideways.71 

 

 

 
63 Michel 2016, 29. Three ancient authors describe the beauty of eyebrows meeting, Ovid, Petronius and 

Claudian. 
64 Plin. HN. 11.154. 
65 Plin. HN. 33.102. 
66 Plin. HN. 33.102, 35–194. Olson 2009, 298–299; Stewart 2007, 46–47. 
67 Olson 2009, 298. 
68 Stewart 2007, 46–47. 
69 Clem. Al. Paed. 3.2; Olson 2009, 298–299; Stewart 2007, 46–47 
70 Mahmood et al. 2009, 107–108; Olson 2009, 298–299; Stewart 2007, 46–47, 76. 
71 Olson 2009, 298; Stewart 2007, 46–47, 76. 
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4.2 . A look into a woman’s makeup box 

The written evidence suggest that women could have rather extensive toilettes, with authors 
recounting the numerous different makeup and accessories found on a woman’s dressing 
table72: 

Head-dresses and varieties of head-dresses, and elaborate braidings, and infinite modes of 

dressing the hair, and costly specimens of mirrors, in which they arrange their costume 

[…]73 

These references are probably somewhat of a blanket statement and would most likely depend 
on the social standing of the woman in question, and most likely also varied based on personal 
preference.74 There are however items that are often found together as a kit in close proximity 
to makeup, so called mundus muliebris, translated as women’s toiletry items.75 This chapter 
provides further information what mundus muliebris could entail and the typical context in 
which they are found.  

Makeup is typically stored in pyxides (sing. pyxis): small containers with a, often conical, 
lid.76 The pyxides could range in shape and size depending on the use. Makeup in powdered or 
cream form were kept in containers with a wider opening and lid for easy access, whereas 
pyxides used for liquid products sport longer necks to allow for a controlled pour. Pyxides came 
in many different materials, with more common and cheaper materials being glass (Figure 5), 
ceramic, or shells (Figure 6), and more luxurious containers being made out of amber, alabaster, 
and precious metals.77  

The decoration of makeup containers also varies, with some being painted, other adorned 
with sculpted decoration, or purposefully shaped to look like other things such as shells and 
doves. These imaginative designed containers are more commonly found in graves of girls and 
women as opposed to some understated pyxides which can be found in male graves where they 
are used for medicinal products.78  

 

 
72 Ov. Rem.am. 354–356. 
73 Clem. Al. Paed. 3.2. 
74 Stewart 2007, 15. 
75 Berg 2010, 1. 
76 Stewart 2007, 73–74. 
77 Osorio et al. 2019, 178–182; Stewart 2007, 129–133. 
78 Michel 2016, 30; Osorio et al. 2019, 178–182; Walter et al. 2006, 552. 

Figure 3. Dual kohl 

container, glass. 1st-4th 

century. 

Figure 4. Kohl stick, bronze. Ca 1st-3rd century 

AD. 
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There are certain tools that are often found together in a cosmetic context alongside pyxides. 
These are tools pertaining to the preparation of cosmetics, like weighing scales, small spoons, 
stone mixing palettes and spatulas (Figure 2), or implements like mirrors, hair pins, and 
combs.79 These tools could also be found in funerary contexts and are the only part of women’s 
toilette that is visible in the pictorial and sculptural material. Women are depicted during their 
beauty regime (Figure 8) but never, as far as can be judge from the details of the depictions, as 
wearing or applying makeup.80 Women doing their hair or looking at themselves in the mirror 
is commonly depicted, perhaps to showcase that they took care of themselves, or to symbolize 
that they were beautiful in life.81 Descriptions of the way women applied makeup are lacking 
in the textual materials, either because of the male authors disinterest or ignorance.82 The 
archaeological material similarly does not offer any clarity 
regarding the tools used for application of makeup. The spoons 
often found together with cosmetics are known to have been used 
for mixing the products but could also have been used for 
application. The use of brushes has been suggested but cannot be 
accounted for in the textual or archaeological material.83 The one 
makeup product that we know how it was applied is kohl, as 
mentioned previously.84 

Toiletries items in texts are usually described while laid out and 
in use. No mentions are made of their storage. The archaeological 
material however shows that makeup and tools could be kept in 
storage boxes. The boxes, usually made of wood or metal, have 
varying complex designs, but the trend is that they have a lid, and 
most have some sort of lock mechanism. Some boxes have 
compartments, and some have been found lined with bronze 
sheeting.85 In some instances the box has rotted away but is 
discernable from the metal hardware and how the mundus muliebris 
are found together. During the excavation of Casa Imperiale in 
Pompeii the presence of a cosmetics storage box was determined 

 
79 Berg 2017, 15–17; Michel 2016, 30; Stewart 2007, 70–74. 
80 Olson 2007, 297; Stewart 2007, 30–32. 
81 Shumka 2008, 170–172; Stewart 2007, 84–85. 
82 Olson 2009, 298–299; Stewart 2007, 46–47. 
83 Olson 2009, 296–297. 
84 Stewart 2007, 46–47, 76. 
85 Michel 2016, 30. 

Figure 6 (Right). 

Cosmetic case, made 

from a shell, with a pink 

substance intact. 

Figure 5 (Left). Glass 

pyxis with lid. 1st 

centruy AD. 

Figure 7. Lock mechanism 

for cosmetics box, shaped 

like Venus Anadyoméne. 
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based on the bronze hinges and lock mechanism found together with the cosmetics (Figure 7).86 

4.3. Women’s daily interaction with makeup 

Current research has proposed that Roman women largely ignored the moralistic rules on 
appearance that is reflected in ancient literature.87 The opinions on makeup presented in 
Chapter 3. show men trying to deter women from using makeup, naming all the reasons that 
makeup is unbecoming. Throughout Chapter 4. different kinds of cosmetics were described 
both from literary evidence and archaeological finds, proving makeups existence within Roman 
culture. This chapter goes on to merge the information presented, to create a picture of how the 
makeup and mundus muliebris fits into the everyday life of women. 

It was established in Chapter 3. that Roman men preferred it when women dealt with their 
beauty regime behind closed doors. In texts there are mentions of women spending time getting 
ready before they are meant to depart, obsessing over their appearance, indicating that those 
who used makeup wished to have it seamless applied before leaving the home and appearing 
before the public: 

After all, if she has an assignation and wants to be beautified more carefully than usual, if 

she’s in a hurry and is already expected in the park, or rather at the sanctuary of “Madam” 

Isis, unlucky Psecas will be arranging her hair with her own strands torn, with her shoulders 

and her breasts stripped bare. “Why is this curl sticking up?”88 

Ovid makes references to women applying their makeup in their chambers behind closed doors, 
again making the connection that the act of applying makeup should be done before women 
ventured outside of her room.89 Textual sources mentions that women apply makeup in their 
boudoirs, but these texts are usually referring to known courtesans. The everyday placement for 
cosmetics in “ordinary” homes has been best preserved in Pompeii, where excavations have 
revealed cosmetics in their original context. This makes Pompeii and its finds valuable when 
perceiving the spatial distribution of cosmetics within a household and within a city, although 
it might not be representative of the rest of Rome.90 In Pompeian houses there are no rooms 
kept as boudoirs, and the items used during women’s beauty routines have seemingly been 
packed away after their use. The scenes that in texts describe the courtesans in their boudoirs 
might then relate specifically to rich courtesans, and possibly rich women.91 In preserved 
contexts mundus muliebris are usually kept in the household’s general storage system together 
with the family’s other valuables.92 The households of Pompeii showed a modest amount of 
toiletry items per house, with an average of less than ten items of cosmetic connotation found 
together.93 The houses with rich cosmetic contexts were small or medium sized, with the houses 
of the elite lacking any extravagant toiletry sets. The largest toiletry collections in Pompeii, 
with pyxides and boxes of bronze, glass, and bone, are found in brothels or houses similarly 
connected with the hospitality business.94 This is of relevance when discussing who used 
makeup in Chapter 5. 

Some women, depending on economic status, would be aided in their beauty routine by 
slaves or servants, as attested to in both literary sources and depictions (Figure 8).95 Both Ovid 

 
86 Berg 2017, 26–27. 
87 Berg 2017, 34; Olson 2008, 58. 
88 Juv. Sat. 6.487–491. 
89 Ov. Ars am. 3.225–230. 
90 Berg 2017, 14–15, 28. 
91 Berg 2017, 28. 
92 Berg 2017, 15. 
93 Berg 2017, 15–16. This data was reached by studying toiletry items found together with mirrors found in 

houses. There were 137 mirrors studied, and in only 15 houses were the mirrors accompanied by more than ten 

toiletry items. For more on this study see Berg 2017. 
94 Berg 2017, 17, 24–27. 
95 Stewart 2007,81, 86–87. 
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and Juvenal describe how women could become quite cross with their servants, restoring to 
violence if their appearance was not to their satisfaction:96 

The needle did not tear them, nor the palisade of the comb. The hair-dresser’s person was 

ever safe; oft has my love’s toilet been made before my eyes, and she never snatched up 

hairpin to wound her servant’s arms.97 

The makeup available to women show a wide range both in price points and subtleness. The 
lamp soot could be used without any extra cost, whereas the use of saffron or malachite would 
have been only for the rich that could afford such luxuries.98 Makeup products could be bought 
commercially produced and ready to use, but more common was to buy the ingredients and mix 
them at home for cheaper.99 The look makeup could achieve would depend on what products 
were used, as they vary in both color, opacity, and texture. A simple example would be the use 
of black versus green eyeliner that was mentioned in Chapter 4.1.3., with the black giving a 
more natural look and the green being more eye-catching. From what was discussed in Chapter 
4.1. it can be concluded that the makeup in general would not have held up well to water or 
heat, as ancient makeup lacks adhesive properties, being mostly oil based or in powder form.100 

Items connected to the use of makeup and cosmetics showcase decorative aspects, having 
been intentionally made beautiful and showing that time and effort has been dedicated to their 
design. The quality of the materials and tools used show a wide range in price points, ranging 
from cheap and common materials such as glass to expensive precious metals like silver.101 
Mirrors, boxes, pyxides, the shell-cases, are objects with connotations to the feminine in the 
Roman narrative, and although not necessarily designed, bought or chosen by women, they 
have been designed with women in mind. These would have been objects that women 
surrounded themselves with in their daily life.102 Taking for example the lock shaped like Venus 
(Figure 7) there seems to have been contemporary connections between cosmetics, beauty, 
perfection and the feminine.103 

The Roman beauty standards were mapped out in Chapter 4, and can be summarized as a 
pale, glowing face, with a healthy, subtle color to the checks, and pronounced eyes with 
elongated eyebrows. This was the ideal that men deemed attractive, with the only caveat being 
that they wished for it to be natural.104 The idea of non-visible makeup ties into the wish for 
women to appear as natural beauties. The prevailing rhetoric that makeup was used to deceive 
men would indicate that there were those who could apply makeup in such a way that it tricked 
men into believing that what they saw was natural beauty. Some women would then have 
applied makeup with the intended purpose of looking natural.105 Tying back to the deceptive 
side of makeup we see men writing that women who have no shame can fake modesty by 
applying rouge,106 and that older women will try to trick men to believe them young and 

 
96 Ov. Ars am. 239-240: “Let the tiring-woman be safe; I hate her who tears with her nails her handmaid’s face, 

or seizing a [hair]needle stabs her arms”; Juv. Sat. 6.494–501. “What has Psecas done wrong? How can it be your 

slave girl’s fault if you don’t like your own nose? On your left another slave is drawing out and combing your hair 

and coiling it into a bun. In her council sits a slave of her mother’s, who was promoted to the wool when she 

retired from hairpins after serving her time. Her opinion will be sought first. After her, her inferiors in age and 

skill will give their views, as if it were a matter of reputation or of life itself. That’s how much care is given to 

the quest for beautification.” 
97 Ov. Am. 1.14.14–17. Ov. Ars am. 239–240. 
98 Stewart 2007, 114–116, 121–122, 151. 
99 Stewart 2007, 11; Michel 2016, 30–31. 
100 Evershed et al. 2004, 35–36; Britannica, eng. inorganic polymers; Walter et al. 2006, 556. 
101 Stewart 2007, 131–132. 
102 Stewart 2007, 71. 
103 Stewart 2007, 41. 
104 Stewart 2007, 28. 
105 Olson 2009, 294, 297. 
106 Ov. Am. 1.35–36 
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beautiful.107 As for unintentionally visible makeup we see both Martial and Juvenal scathingly 
tease women in their satires on the fact that their makeup can appear cakey, with Juvenal 
remarking: 

But when she’s coated and freshened up with all those concoctions one after another, and 

had lumps of hot, moist dough applied, will you call it a face or a sore?108 

 Martial notes further how makeup dissolves when coming into contact with fluids or heat: 

So, if you trust your mirror and me, you will fear laughter as Spanius fears the wind and 

Priscus a touch, as powdered Fabulla fears a rain shower, as painted Sabella fears the 

sun.109 

The reference to makeup like dough or a mask is quite common, referring to the thickness of 
the cosmetics and the way it hid away the wearer, respectively. Makeup could be more or less 
visible on the face, as attested to in literary sources and by the varying types of products and 
pigments found in both texts and archaeological material. This could either be intentional, 
controlled by how women chose to apply the makeup, or unintentional due to poor application 
or deteriorating. Unnatural colors used could fall into both categories, with intentional unnatural 
colors creating an eye-catching look, but if this was not the desired effect then the unnatural 
colors would simply draw attention to the use of makeup. We find for example Martial 
describing how a dark-skinned woman tried, unsuccessfully, to lighten her complexion using 
white lead foundation, which ended up looking obviously fake.110  

 
107 Mart. Spect. 5.45.1–2: “You say you are beautiful, Bassa, you say you are a girl. That is usually said by 

somebody who is neither, Bassa.” 
108 Juv. Sat. 6.471–473. 
109 Mart. Spect. 2.41.11–12. 
110 Mart. Spect. 72.5–8: “Just so Lycoris, who is blacker than a falling mulberry, fancies herself in white lead. You 

too by the reasoning that makes you a poet will have a head of hair when you are bald.” 

https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.its.uu.se/view/martial-epigrams/1993/pb_LCL094.157.xml?result=1&rskey=zOvn1E#note_LCL094_157_40
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Figure 8. Lady combing her hair, accompanied by a servant, and a child holding a box mirror. 
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5.  The made-up woman  

The aim of this study was to better understand the reality of how ancient Roman women used 
makeup in their day-to-day life, how makeup relate to identity, and show how makeup can be 
utilized when studying women. The three categories of materials presented in the previous 
chapter; textual, archeological, and modern chemical analysis, were chosen and presented with 
the aim to compare the ways makeup is described textually to the archaeological sources. The 
results from the previous chapter will now be combined to answer the questions presented in 
the first chapter: 

• What insights into Roman women’s lives can be gleaned from studying their use of makeup? 

• How can makeup help us understand female identity for Roman women? 

With these questions in mind, this chapter first discusses how it can be determined who used 
makeup based on age and socioeconomic status. Following that is a discussion of how makeup 
can be used to further understand women in a broader social context as well as how makeup 
relate to the concept of Roman female gender identity. 

5.1.  Who used makeup? 

There is a rhetoric in literature that uses makeup as an allegory for prostitution and 
promiscuousness, deeming the use of makeup a way for women to attract male attention.111 
This moralization of makeup was presented in Chapter 3. This chapter in turn seeks to explore 
the question of who used makeup in a more nuanced way by looking at the textual and 
archaeological material presented previous in this study.  

Makeup is associated with promiscuousness, and the women who use it are labeled 
adulterers or prostitutes. This would indicate that “proper” women, free citizen women, virgins 
and wives, should not use makeup, as it promotes the opposite of the ideals for women. There 
is however an interesting dichotomy in ancient texts. Although the male opinion presents a 
dislike for makeup, the textual sources would indicate that women, not only prostitutes, did use 
makeup.112 In some instances specific women are referenced by name, in other instances 
makeup is described in terms as something women do, with authors using no identifying 
language for these ”women’s” status other than girl or woman.113  This might be a case of the 
authors not deeming it necessary to specify what kind of woman would use makeup, believing 
the readers to be able to read between the lines that women wearing makeup are refereeing to 
prostitutes. This notion that only prostitutes used makeup is however contradicted by both 
textual archaeological sources. Firstly, there are references to married women using makeup, 
with authors despairingly saying that wives will bankrupt their husbands with their spendings 
on makeup.114 As of Augustus reign it was legally declared that men could not marry prostitutes, 
so married women using makeup should not be referring to prostitutes. Secondly, it seems to 
me redundant for authors to caution women against the use of makeup if makeup was only used 
by prostitutes, seeing as a major problem with makeup was that it was deemed immoral, and 
associated with prostitution. If makeup would lead women to commit immoral and sexual acts 

 
111 Berg 2017, 27–29; Stewart 2007, 110–111. 
112 Strong 2016, 3. 
113 Olson 2008b, 147. 
114 Clem. Al. Paed. 3.5.31. 



 

20 

 

with men, then why would it be a problem that prostitutes used it? If there existed a cultural 
association between makeup and prostitutes/ female sexuality, then this literary protest could 
have been triggered if citizen women were using makeup. Lastly, it was mentioned in chapter 
4.3. that brothels show a larger presence of makeup, but there is still makeup found within 
homes and in women’s graves.115 Makeup may have been the tools of the trade for prostitutes, 
with the two being closely associated in the zeitgeist, but I believe that it can be argued that 
prostitutes did not have a monopoly on makeup. I would argue however that the way that 
women, prostitutes and non-prostitutes, used makeup could vary depending on social standings. 

It was surmised in Chapter 4. that different kinds of makeup could achieve different results, 
both with their effectiveness and in their visibility. I believe that it is possible that women could 
use makeup in different ways depending on their social standings and age, as the application of 
makeup could have affected how it was perceived and what it signaled to the public. The 
application of subtle and natural-looking makeup was discussed in Chapter 4.3., where it was 
established that women who did not wish to make it known that they wore makeup could apply 
makeup with the intended purpose of looking natural, and did so quite successfully. This would 
have been useful for “proper” women who did not wish to be reap the benefits of artificial 
beauty but wanted to avoid the association to prostitutes and deceivers could then apply subtle 
makeup.116  

Intentionally visible makeup is in texts attributed to the wish to garner male attention and 
has therefore been dubbed as the act of lustful women and prostitutes. Prostitutes were defined 
with visual symbols, such as their clothing which differed from the matrons stola.117 Clearly 
visible makeup, or makeup that drew attention to the face would have been an important tool 
used by prostitutes to attract potential clients, and was in the Greek society a requirement for 
prostitutes so that they would be easily disguisable from other women.118 With makeup already 
being associated with prostitution, prostitutes would have no need to hide the fact that they 
wore makeup, possibly allowing them more exaggerated and unnatural looks.119 

Makeup is mentioned in texts as being both time-consuming and impractical, not suitable 
for women who needed to work and do physical activities. As was discussed in Chapter 4. the 
ingredients in many makeup products were not conducive to the wearer getting warm or sweaty, 
they were not long lasting and would probably not have held up to an active everyday life. 
Extensive makeup would then have been troublesome for women of the working class, who 
were expected to perform household task and take part in the production and economics of the 
family.120 This is a reoccurring warning in ancient texts, that women who trouble themselves 
with their appearances become lazy: 

As you might expect, they become lazy in housekeeping, sitting like painted things to be 

looked at, not as if made for domestic economy. Wherefore in the comic poet the 

sensible woman says, What can we women do wise or brilliant, who sit with hair dyed 

yellow, outraging the character of gentlewomen; causing the overthrow of houses, the 

ruin of nuptials, and accusations on the part of children?121 

Working women would possibly not have the time to perform longer makeup-routines, nor 
would they have the opportunity to maintain the makeup during the day, which would most 
likely be necessary seeing as the makeup would be running due to sun, rain or sweat. The ideal 
matron was hard-working, and Roman texts praise women who were diligent in their chores, 
claiming that household work made women beautiful in body and mind.122 Working class 
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women are not discussed in detail in ancient texts, so there is no textual evidence for the use of 
makeup among the working class.123 It could be proposed that based in the trickle-down theory, 
which argues that “taste, especially for highly visible consumer products, flows from high status 
individuals to low status individuals”, that women would have taken their que from upper-class 
women. The elite set trends amongst themselves, and the ideals and practices then trickle down 
and permeates the rest of society.124 With upper-class women using makeup it could then lead 
to women of other social classes trying to emulate this using what they have at their disposal, 
like the cheap lamp soot used in instead of kohl, and so on. The idealized pale skin of women 
is an example of this, as the paleness was seen as a status symbol associated with women of the 
upper class who were able to spend their days inside, as opposed to doing manual work 
outdoors.125 Similarly, if women of higher society used makeup, then makeup itself could be 
seen as a status symbol, especially the more exotic and expensive types. So, although some 
women might have been inhibited from using makeup as freely or often as higher-class women, 
it could have been reserved for special occasions.126 

Ancient authors would have us believe that there was a distinct difference between how 
girls and women were dressed and styled, to show the difference in status. Free children wore 
a toga praetexta, a garment that was meant to indicate that the wearer should be sheltered from 
obscenity and sexual advances.127 It then seems plausible that since makeup was connected to 
attracting male attention and sexuality, makeup would not have been suitable for girls still 
considered children.128 The prevailing idea from antiquity reflected in written sources are that 
a husband chose his wife based on looks, and he could quite easily leave her for a younger or 
more beautiful woman when the time came. This time, according to Juvenal, beings when she 
has three wrinkles, then her worth will start to decline and finally disappear.129 In passings men 
describe how mothers will start decorating their daughters when they come of age to attract 
suitors. Makeup not only becomes a tool to ensure success in marriage but becomes cemented 
as a female activity and as taught behavior from witnessing other women using makeup.130  

Women are often encouraged to marry or remarry while her beauty is still intact, explaining 
the need older women might have for makeup to conceal their flaws such as wrinkles or 
blemishes, keeping themselves attractive and on the marriage market for longer.131 Living in a 
patriarchal society where women’s looks were a form of commodity, it would have been 
important to maintain their appearance in order to keep their husbands happy or attract possible 
suitors/lovers. Even non-prostitutes could then be argued to depend on makeup in order to 
maintain their livelihood and to live up to the beauty standards expected of them. Women 
without beauty, either born so or aged out of it, lost their desirability, which in turn kept them 
from fulfilling their purpose as a wife and mother. There existed a rather harsh rhetoric in 
Roman society that although one did not have to be old to be ugly, women who became old 
were considered ugly.132 Lucretius compares the act of ugly women to conceal their looks with 
makeup to that of older women using makeup to hide their age.133 It seems plausible that if 

 
123 Stweart 2007, 13–15. 
124 Galak et al. 2016, 2; Stewart 2007, 117. 
125 Stewart 2015, 304. 
126 Berg 2017, 27, 34; Stewart 2019, 303. 
127 Olson 2008a, 15; Olson 2008b, 144-145. There is some discussion about weather girls typically wore the toga 

praetexta. For a deeper discussion of this and more on the toga praetexta see Olson 2008a. 
128 In the case of makeup grave goods in young girls graves it has been suggested that the items are meant to 

represent the life she would have had if she would have lived, an homage to womanhood. There is not enough 

archaeological evidence of this practice to say determine this with any certainty. Girls were married at different 

ages, and it might simply be that when makeup is found in graves it attests to that the girl in question was 

considered a woman (Olson 2008b, 147-149; Stewart 2007, 107-108). 
129 Juv. Sat.6.144–148. 
130 Juv. Sat. 6.239 –241; Caldwell 2014, 36; Olson 2008b, 147–148. 
131 Caldwell, 2014, 30–31. 
132 Shumka 2008, 172–173, 177; Stewart 2007, 49–50, 70, 101. 
133 Luc. 4.1174–1176. There are again exceptions where men refer to women who are older, yet whom they 

would not mind to have sex with.  



 

22 

 

there existed means to stave of the inevitable loss of their commodity and livelihood that at 
least some women would jump at the opportunity. Beauty is expected of women, it is associated 
with a woman who successfully lives up to her role. Beauty is feminine, making makeup a tool 
in achieving femininity.134 

5.2.  Visibility and self-representation 

I have now argued that women from different social backgrounds used makeup, albeit in 
different ways. This chapter discusses how makeup ties into the female identity and explores 
women’s relationship with makeup. The literary rhetoric presents a rather black and white view 
of makeup, where men express their own negative feelings regarding women altering their 
appearance. Researchers argue that the literary sources regarding Roman women suggest that 
they did not share the harsh, dichotomous moralization of women that is presented by the male 
authors.135 The textual sources do not indicate that women would feel negatively towards 
makeup, simply that they should feel bad for using it. So, what would makeup have meant for 
the women wearing it, and what does it tell us about the wearer? 

Based on literary sources it would appear the use of makeup was connected to the desire 
for visibility, as was previously described. It has traditionally been men that controlled the 
production of depictions of women, in both art and in literature. Feminist theorists argue that 
although women were surrounded by image of themselves, it has always bore little likeness to 
their own reality and desires. These representations of women, created by men, bear little 
relevance to women’s identity or aspirations, and more so reflects men’s fears and fantasies.136 
Makeup could then be studied as something women used to create their own image.137 Roman 
men crafted their identity trough public life, their family lineage, work, and the art of rhetoric 
(ars rhetorica). This becomes apparent when examining grave epithets, where men are defined 
by their accomplishments as individuals. Commemorative inscriptions of women instead define 
them through their accomplishments in marriage and childbirth. These aspects of a woman’s 
life were undoubtedly important, but they are in no way a reflection of the individual and her 
self-construction, but rather the cultural expectations and pressures of women.138  

Where men practiced their ars rhetorica, being encouraged to verbally take up space in 
public,  women could be seen as having developed the art of adornment and beautification 
which allowed them to take up space visually.139 The choice of adornment and styling when 
performed consciously creates a way for women to assert their gender identity both privately 
and publicly.140 This goes beyond using makeup to indicate the physical space of women, rather 
opening up a discussion of metaphorical space, the visible space women inserted themselves 
into, with women taking up space in the collective consciousness.141 This could reflect how 
women’s rights came to change throughout the span of these 400 years, especially with the legal 
changes that Emperor Augustus brought about regarding marital laws. These laws brought 
citizens women out from the familiar sphere and into the public.142 With these changes the state 
became responsible for women, rather than the head of her family, which allowed women a 
legal subjectivity which they had not been granted before. This new legal safety could have 
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created an atmosphere where women were able to shape their own identity separated from their 
husbands wishes and preferences, thereby gaining more independence.143 

This increase in independence is attested to in women’s movement outside of her traditional 
place within the household, with women being afforded mobility and legal protection from 
sexual advances and harassments, if dressed in the appropriate garments, the stola. The 
existence of these laws would allude to the fact that women did move around outside of the 
household, necessitating clothing to conceal themselves from the males outside of their 
family.144 This visibility outside of the home would enable women to express identity through 
how they were perceived by the public. Little has been reported on female-centered spaces and 
practices in classical literature, either due to lack of interest or because of lack of insight into 
these private spheres.145 And yet the female practice of putting on makeup has made its way 
into the written record, which I believe attests to makeups significance in the zeitgeist. In a 
patriarchal society the effort of striving for visibility, mobility, and freedom over how one 
presents oneself is an act of independence and individuality.146 Makeup can then be studied as 
an example of how women’s role in society came to change, with a larger focus on their 
individuality away from the family unit, while simultaneously being a visual reminder of the 
beauty ideals women adhered to in order to maintain their value, and how it reflects the value 
of beauty to women for their own social security.   
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6. Makeup seen three ways: a conclusion 

During the introduction of this study, it was explained that in order to get an unbiased 
perspective on women and makeup it would be necessary to combine different types of source 
materials. To conclude the study, it is time to evaluate this theory and weather the methods used 
were helpful in providing a more complete view of on women’s makeup.  
 The idea for this paper was inspired by the textual sources. When reading about the textual 
descriptions of makeup from antiquity it carried a heavy bias and was told in relation to the 
male perspective and opinion. The idea then was to look beyond the literary sources, finding 
makeup, and by an extent women, in the archaeological material, to then compare with the 
textual sources to see whether it could provide a more unbiased view of makeup. The aim was 
to reflect on what women thought about makeup as opposed to the male narrative of makeup 
presented in the literary material. The hypothesis was then that by studying makeup, something 
inherently female, it would reveal something about the women who used it. This study argues 
that although the literary sources present the use of makeup as synonymous with prostitution, 
it did not prevent women from using it. Women’s use of makeup ties into their lives in Roman 
society, reflecting beauty-ideals but also becoming a necessity because of said beauty ideals. 
Using makeup could arguably reflect women asserting some control over their lives by actively 
seeking to alter their appearance to garner positive attention from their surroundings. The use 
of makeup is in this study seen as a sign of women exerting visibility, stepping outside of the 
familiar sphere and into the public space. 
 In retrospect it proved correct that the textual and archaeological sources were both 
necessary to complement each other. It became clear that there were certain difficulties in 
leaving the literary sources out completely, despite their subjectivity. Without textual mentions 
of makeup, it is quite difficult to discern makeup from general cosmetics or medicine, especially 
since they utilize similar containers and tools. With text explaining the purpose behind makeup 
products and their ingredients it made it possible to identify makeup by containers, colors and 
chemical analysis. However, without the archaeological presence of makeup it wouldn’t be 
possible to determine the veracity of the descriptions of makeup, nor would it have been clear 
if the written opinion reflected how women felt about makeup or the effect it had. By studying 
makeup as an aspect of female identity, I see it as an indication of a traditional practice relevant 
to the female “experience”, showcasing an intentional creation of identity and intentional action 
that influence women and those around them. 
 What could have made this work better would have been a broader assortment of 
archaeological finds, which would have made an attempt at a quantitative research possible, 
which would have allowed for a comparisons between different areas or colonies, etc. This 
study has made no attempts to differentiate between women of different cultural backgrounds, 
but there is surely more to discover in how ethnicity could influence the relationship to makeup. 
Had more makeup been found within an undisturbed and identifiable context it would also have 
enabled a better analysis of the distribution of makeup and makeup-use within different social 
and cultural groups, which would be of interest moving forward.  
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