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DISCLAIMER

This class may not be appropriate for all audiences.

TRIGGER WARNING: Cis language, gender discussion, phallic imagery 

Topics and images include:

Gender in Ancient Rome in regards to jewelry 

Gendered language (as used in sources)

Discussion of the fascinum (phallus amulets)

This presentation is my own work and does not represent the views of, nor is it endorsed by, any organization, author, or other entity.



CONTENTS

GENDER, LANGUAGE, AND ROME

WOMEN AND JEWELRY

WHAT IS JEWELRY

ORIGINS OF ROMAN JEWELRY

SOURCES

DATING JEWELRY

MATERIALS 

TYPES & EXTANT FINDS

THE LOOK

AMULETS



GENDER & LANGUAGE IN ANCIENT ROME

Certain language that will be used requires defining for the following reasons: 

1. Clarity on gender terminology

2. How jewelry played a part in determining social standing, masculinity, gender roles, and what was 
considered feminine and effeminate.

Gender in Ancient Rome:

Rome was a very patriarchal society.

“Proper” Roman cis male citizens were masculine and “Proper” Roman cis female citizens were 
feminine and both had clearly defined roles that they mostly adhered to. 

Of course not everyone in Rome was a citizen and there were exceptions and grey areas, probably 
more than we’ll ever know. (see Empress Elagabalus, a well documented trans-woman)



JEWELRY AND GENDER

Why is this “female” focused? Jewelry was associated with women thus it was feminine which makes 
the person wearing it subordinate and feminine/effeminate.

Man = dominant/masculine (acceptable/expected)

Woman = subordinate/feminine (acceptable/expected)

Effeminate man = subordinate (often shamed)

Thus, the jewelry discussed here, by default, is “women’s jewelry” in the Roman context.

Things that we think of as “men’s jewelry” are actually not categorized as jewelry.

Men that wore jewelry (this excludes a signet ring and/or a gold ring) were often considered to be 
effeminate to some degree. FYI, there were many ways a man could be effeminate.



WOMEN AND JEWELRY

For women jewelry was a double edged sword:

Wealth was the epitome of status and power in Rome. 

Yet, jewelry, a huge sign of wealth, was considered wasteful and “un-Roman.”

The ideal (i.e. proper) Roman woman would be modest and focus all her attention on her family, not on jewelry, 
clothing, cosmetics…

While on the other hand a women wearing jewelry was a sign of wealth and the status of her husband/family. 

However, a woman showing wealth equaled power and this logically conflicted with patriarchal views. 

Thus it was a do but don’t situation where they were criticized for wearing it but were also expected to.

It should be noted that what we know about women and jewelry comes from the complaints of Roman men. 



WHAT IS JEWELRY

The common definition is anything worn for no other purpose than adornment.

This is an oversimplified as it does not include, social status, personal wealth, and family inheritance/status.

Jewelry: 

Necklaces, earrings, bracelets, bangles, rings, anklets, and brooches

Worn predominately by women

Women were not limited, unlike men, in regards to the amount and type they could wear

What is not considered jewelry 

Signet rings and/or a gold rings (eques class) and corona (crowns/wreaths) all worn by men, and fibula

Amulets (mostly worn by children, animals, and presumably soldiers)



ORIGINS OF ROMAN JEWELRY

Roman jewelry was highly influenced by Hellenistic jewelry (Greek and Etruscan styles intermingled but 
sources indicate that Greece was likely the main influencer).

With the annexation of Greece the Hellenistic style was slowly absorbed by Roman culture. 

During the early Republic jewelry was not only frowned upon but restricted. 

Rome’s jewelry industry was virtually non-existent before 3rd century BCE.

The end of Republic (27 BCE) brought about the rising popularity of jewelry. 

The 1st century CE saw a large increase in Roman jewelers, influenced by the Greeks and Egyptians, what 
we now know as “Roman Jewelry” was born.

With the rise in popularity of jewelry in Rome, we see the great details of Hellenistic jewelry fade away for 
a preference of colorful jewelry and expensive stones and materials.



SOURCES

Burial finds

Archeological finds (especially Pompeii & 
Herculaneum)

Hoards

Frescos

The mummy portraits from Roman Egypt (Fayum) 

Written works from the time (mostly complaints) 
from people such as decimus Junius Juvenalis, Lucius 
Annaeus Seneca, Gaius Plinus Secundus (Pliny the 
Elder), and Publius Ovidius Naso (Ovid).



DATING JEWELRY 

Two major events can give us a window into the styles of jewelry in Ancient Rome

The eruption of Mount Vesuvius in 79 CE

The instability in Rome during the 3rd century CE 

Gaps in archeological evidence can be minimized by the similar styles at these points and in-between. 

What we see:

Styles didn’t change very quickly over this time period

Problems:

We have no idea what has been lost, repurposed, degraded, or resides in private collections

Jewelry was likely passed down through the generations making dating difficult based on images



MATERIALS

FAIENCE

GLASS

GEMSTONES

AMBER 

PEARLS

GOLD

OTHER METALS
Rough Emerald Crystals From Panjshir Valley Afghanistan

By Paweł Maliszczak [hardleo.com] - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=65055213



GEMSTONES
AGATE
AMETHYST 
AQUAMARINE
BERYL 
CHALCEDONY
CHRYSOLITE
CORNELIAN
DIAMOND 
EMERALD (smaragdi)

Although meaning has been ascribed to 
different gemstones it is hard to 
ascertain what that meaning was in a 
time and place so far removed from our 
own. For this reason I will omit the 
“meanings” of stones and will refer to 
them only in the sense of social 
context and standing of the wearer.

GARNET
JASPER
LAPIS LAZULI
OPAL
ROCK CRYSTAL 
SAPPHIRE
SARDONYX
STEATITE (SOAPSTONE)
TOPAZ
TURQUOISE

*NOT AN EXHAUSTIVE LIST



PEARLS

Highly regarded as a status symbol (throughout time)

Seen in many frescos from Pompeii to the Fayum Mummy Portraits

Every woman of status had a pearl necklace and/or earrings

Pearls were the most prized of treasures

It can not be emphasized enough the desire and status of pearls in roman culture

“… and now, at the present day, the poorer classes are even affecting them, as people are in the habit of saying, that ‘a 
pearl worn by a woman in public, is as good as a lictor (AN OFFICER ATTENDING A MAGISTRATE) 
walking before her.’ Nay, even more than this, they put them on their feet, and that, not only on the laces of their 
sandals, but all over the shoes; it is not enough to wear pearls, but they must tread upon them, and walk with them 
under foot as well.” - Pliny the Elder



ALL THAT GLITTERS: GOLD

Gold was highly prized in Ancient Rome

Gold jewelry has been found to have a purity between 90% (22k) and 99.9% (24k) (Ogden)

It was the favored metal for jewelry

It was also a sign of status 

If they could afford it, they wore it

The mining methods used to obtain it could be massive and lethal undertakings

It’s possible that gold jewelry was made from repurposed gold coins, also known as aureus



OTHER METALS

Silver was rarely used during this time 

Two theories are that it was not popular or that it’s rarely found because it doesn’t weather time 
compared to gold.

Electrum is gold with a high silver content which was often mistaken for silver

Iron is a little bit more cloudy in its use 

It was used by the lower class and associated with slaves (collars).

However, during the Republic iron rings were said to be the worn by the upperclass and thus the 
meaning seemed to change during the Empire, perhaps due to the popularity of precious metals. 

Copper and copper alloys (including bronze) was also used for making jewelry (possibly from coins)



ROMAN JEWELRY 
TYPES 

& 
EXTANT FINDS



EXAMPLES OF  
HELLENISTIC JEWELRY



FAIENCE BEADS

How they were made:

A long tradition of using crushed crystal, sometimes mixed with other things, molded, and then fused 
together using natron (a natural occurring salt mixture) creating its own glaze

Different materials were added to give it color

With the annexation of Egypt:

The Roman artisans learned the Egyptian process

The Romans refined and improved on the Egyptian process during the 1st century BCE

This evolved into making a higher quality and quantity beads (and other items)

These beads became widely available to Romans and were traded far and wide



Faience Graduated Ball Beads Necklace on Linen Cord
1981–1975 BCE (Egypt - Middle Kingdom)

Faience Bead Necklace
1550–1295 BCE (Egypt - New Kingdom)

String of Melon-seed Beads
1390–1353 BCE (Egypt - New Kingdom)

Faience Ball bead
1635–1458 BCE (Egypt - Early New Kingdom)



GLASS BEADS

The bead making factory on the island of Rhodes (3rd - 2nd century BCE) 

Shows the different techniques used to make glass beads  

Beads were made by:

 Drawing, pressing, winding , cutting, molding, and cutting and polishing

Colors: 

Reds, blues, and greens (imitating garnet, sapphire, and emerald)

Gold was added to glass to imitate pearl

The finest glass beads were said to come from Alexandria in Roman Egypt.



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)





NECKLACES

Types: chain & bead (glass, gemstone, and/or pearl), roman chain, 
beaded, pearl, metal

Composed of precious gemstones linked together, inlaid with 
gemstones or glass, strung on string, or simply a chain

The style is focused on components versus detail

Glass forgeries were sometimes used in place of real gems and 
pearls

Glass stones were an alternative for those who could not afford the 
real thing, but could still obtain the appearance of a higher status.



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)

Gold Necklace with Emerald and Variscite Beads  
3rd century CE



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)

Necklace of Wire Chain 
2nd CE - 3rd century CE  

©The Trustees of the British Museum



EARRINGS

Little variation in style over several centuries

The hoop style came from the Greeks

Types include: cluster, gold, pearl, dangle-y

Seen in images from Pompeii, in frescos, 
and from mummy portraits

Women often wore more than one pair at a 
time

Some earrings were permanently closed, likely 
for those who only had one pair



©The Trustees of the British Museum

Gold and Emerald Earrings
Pompeii

The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



RINGS

Women

Many wore several at a time both above and 
below the joint

Could be adorned with:
Inscriptions
Gems
Coins
Cameos
Glass

Made from gold, glass, amber, bronze, 
gemstones, etc…

Men

Signet rings

The eques class could wear one gold ring

Considered effeminate to wear more than 
one (although some did)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)

A lot of what we know about rings is via 
written word versus images. Thus this is 
an especially wonderful find of a mummy 
shroud of a woman from Roman Egypt 
from the late 2nd or 3rd century CE. This 
is a wonderful visual of what we know 
from text. The gold snake ring is typical 
of 1st century CE rings. This adds to the 
mystery of the time period of the person 
in this shroud.



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



“The ring, engraved with 
the figure of a woman 
(possibly Venus), is highly 
unusual, since it is carved 
out of a single stone. This 
variety of chalcedony may 
have originated in India.”

- The Met

The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



BRACELETS

Materials: bracelets were mostly made out of glass or metal

Some were plain and some were adorned with gems

Worn on the wrist (or on the upper arm if clothing permitted it)

Snakes were particularly popular (especially bracelets and rings): 

A common misconceptions is that snake jewelry is of Egyptian origin

The style traveled from western Asia to Greece

From Greece to Ptolemaic Egypt

From Ptolemaic Egypt and Greece to Rome



The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art 
(Public Domain)

Marieke Kuijjer, CC BY-SA 2.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0>

Ram Bracelet  
Roman (Date Unknown)



ANKLETS

Pre-dates Rome by at least a 
thousand years

Who would wear them:

One source says that sex-workers 
wore them to draw attention

“Jeweled anklets also marked them 
out from respectable women…” 
(Baldson)

One source talks about two 
women have a “jewelry-off” 
comparing their jewelry and one 
of the items was a jeweled anklet.



THE LOOK

Fayum Mummy Portraits (Public Domain)



Fayum Mummy Portraits (Public Domain)

THE LOOK



AMULETS

Purpose of amulets:

Had apotropaic (magical) qualities for protection against the Evil Eye (protecting virility, preventing sickness) 

Worn by freeborn boys (often from birth):

The most popular being the fascinum (phallic) pendants and rings (the pendants were also believed to be worn 
by soldiers as the pendant alone and with fist & phallus)

Bulla (one of the only known pieces directly descended from the Etruscans) 

Worn by freeborn girls:

Lunula

Exception: 

Animals wore similar amulets to protect them.



THE LUNULA

Walters Art Museum, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commonsisawnyu, CC BY 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons

9 BCE (Ara Pacis Augustae) 1st century CE



BULLA

Daderot, Public domain, via Wikimedia CommonsAgnete, CC BY 3.0 <https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0>, via Wikimedia Commons

Gold for upper class 
and leather for lower 

class.



FASCINUM

The fascinum or divine phallus and a cult like object that was celebrated, worshiped, and used in celebrations

Thought to have had powerful apotropaic qualities (magical)

Worn to ward off the Evil Eye and for protecting virility and against sickness 

Worn by boys often from birth and it was thought to be worn by soldiers for protection

Not a sexual symbol as is often thought

It is found on rings or as a pendant

The fascinum pendants, worn by soldiers, are likely the ones with the manus fica (fist and phallus)

As a protection symbol it is also found on street corners, bridges, homes, and buildings (it was once thought 
that these buildings were brothels, or pointed to brothels, but they were likely business and homes and the 
fascinum was to protect the residents).



FASCINUM EXAMPLES

The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)



MANUS FICA

The Metropolitan Museum of Art (Public Domain)

This manus fica (or fist and phallus) faience 
pendant was a popular gesture and symbol. It 
is thought to be an obscene gesture that was 
also thought to ward off the Evil Eye and evil 
spirts thus in turn bringing good luck. 
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Information and artifacts are continually surfacing and new, and often contradicting, theories are being published. As is often the case, given the 
time that has passed, it can be difficult to interpret extant evidence and meaning with complete accurately. Interpretation of several sources has 
resulted in the best possible presentation of the information available, however, that does not exclude research that has yet to be discovered that 
would provide more insight and/or improve accuracy.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20762323
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