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The Villa of the Mysteries in Pompeii has held a special place in the scholarly and 
popular imagination ever since the excavations of 1909-10 that uncovered the room 
containing the now famous murals of women performing rituals in the presence of the 
god Bacchus and members of his mythical entourage. These powerful images have 
given rise to numerous speculations, all of them highlighting the perspective of the elite 
members of the household and their social peers. Scholarly studies have proposed 
various interpretations—cultic, nuptial, mythological and prophetic, social, and theatrical. 
They also focus on the principal figures: the so-called “Domina,” “Bride” and other figures 
thought to represent the “Initiate.” 
   
In contrast, this paper considers meanings that the murals may have held for non-elite 
viewers—in particular, the female slaves and freed slaves of the household. It proposes 
that those household slaves identified with the women on the walls through the lens of 
their own experiences as slaves in both domestic and cultic contexts. Focusing on those 
women who play various supporting roles in the visual drama depicted on the walls, this 
paper contends that a number of “jobs” portrayed in the murals in cultic form correspond 
to jobs that female slaves of the household performed in their daily lives in the villa. 
Merely recognizing the work that the non-elite women on the walls perform would have 
allowed slaves and former slaves as viewers to identify with their depicted counterparts. 
    
Beyond seeing such correspondences, slaves and freed slaves might have found 
personal meaning in the murals. A remarkable 2nd century inscription in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art lists nearly 400 names, (many of them servile in origin,) and cultic titles of 
members of a Bacchic thiasos, probably that of a large Roman gens. The names and 
titles are carved on a base that once held a statue of Pompeia Agrippinilla who was likely 
a priestess of Bacchus. A number of cultic titles correspond to jobs performed by the 
women in the Villa of the Mysteries, suggesting the possibility that the villa’s female 
slaves could have been members of a household thiasos led by their owner, the domina.   
Although the Senatus consultus de bacchinalibus of 186 BCE imposed severe 
restrictions on the celebration of the bacchanalia, the worship of Bacchus remained 
widespread in Campania. The temple at Sant’Abbondio outside of Pompeii, the 
numerous depictions of Bacchus in Pompeian lararia, and an inscription that identifies a 
Campanian priestess of Bacchus attest to the strength of the cult and the role of women 
in it. Along with Agrippinilla’s thiasos in Rome, this evidence suggests that the Domina of 
the Villa of the Mysteries was a priestess of Bacchus with her own thiasos, which would 
certainly have cast her household slaves and freed slaves in cultic roles. The example of 
Livia’s leadership of the cult of Bona Dea in Rome, which included members of her 
female staff, lends further credence to this possibility. Recognizing slaves as active 
participants in such cultic activities opens the possibility of deriving new meanings from 
these extraordinary murals in their Campanian context.  
 
 
 
 



Select Bibliography: 
 
Alexander, C. “Abstract of the Article on the Bacchic Inscription in the Metropolitan 
Museum.” American Journal of Archaeology 37 (1933): 264–70.  
  
Boudreau Florey, Marlene. “Family in Familia: Kinship and Community in Slavery.” 
American Journal of Ancient History 3 (1978): 78–91.  
  
Bradley, K. R. Slavery and Society at Rome. Key Themes in Ancient History, xiv, 202 p. 
Cambridge [England]; New York, NY, USA: Cambridge University Press, 1994.  
  
Clarke, John R. Art in the Lives of Ordinary Romans: Visual Representation and 
Non-Elite Viewers in Italy, 100 B.C.-A.D. 315. The Joan Palevsky Imprint in Classical 
Literature, xi, 383 p., 24 p. of plates. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California Press, 
2003.  
  
De Grummond, Elizabeth. “Bacchic Imagery and Cult Practice in Roman Italy.” In The 
Villa of the Mysteries: Ancient Ritual, Modern Muse, edited by Elaine K. Gazda, pp. 
74-82. Ann Arbor; Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, 2000.  
  
Dixon, Suzanne. Reading Roman Women: Sources, Genres and Real Life. xiv, 242 p. 
London: Duckworth, 2001.  
  
Duby, Georges, Michelle Perrot, and John Scheid, eds. “The Religious Roles of Roman 
Women.” In A History of Women in the West, 377–408. v. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1992.  
  
George, Michele, ed. Roman Slavery and Roman Material Culture. Phoenix 
Supplementary Volume LII, 240 pages, 47 unnumbered pages of plates. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2013.  
  
Joshel, Sandra R. Work, Identity, and Legal Status at Rome: A Study of the 
Occupational Inscriptions. Oklahoma Series in Classical Culture v. 11, xvi, 238 p. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992.  
  
Lenski, Noel. “Working Models: Functional Art and Roman Conceptions of Slavery.” In 
Roman Slavery and Roman Material Culture, edited by Michele George, 129–57. 
Phoenix Supplementary Volume LII, 240 pages, 47 unnumbered pages of plates. 
Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013.  
  
Marlis Arnhald. “Group Settings and Religious Experiences.” In Memory and Religious 
Experience in the Greco-Roman World, edited by Nicola Cusumano, Attilio 
Mastrocinque, Jörg Rüpke, and Valentino Gasparini, 45:145–66. Alte Geschichte; 
Potsdamer Altertumswissenschaftliche Beiträge (PAwB). Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 
2013.  
  
Mastrocinque, Attilio. “Dionysis and Religious Experience in Bona Dea Rituals.” In 
Memory and Religious Experience in the Greco-Roman World, edited by Nicola 
Cusumano, Attilio Mastrocinque, Jörg Rüpke, and Valentino Gasparini, 45:167–76. Alte 



Geschichte; Potsdamer Altertumswissenschaftliche Beiträge (PAwB). Stuttgart: Franz 
Steiner Verlag, 2013.  
  
Parker, Holt. “Loyal Slaves and Loyal Wives: The Crisis of the Outsider-Within Roman 
Exemplum Literature.” In Women and Slaves in Greco-Roman Culture: Differential 
Equations, edited by Sandra R. Joshel and Sheila Murnaghan, 152–73. Women & 
Slaves in Greco-Roman Culture, xii, 287 p. London; New York: Routledge, 1998.  
  
Rawson, Beryl, and P. R. C. Weaver, eds. The Roman Family in Italy: Status, Sentiment, 
Space. ii, 378 p. Canberra: New York; Oxford: Humanities Research Centre; Clarendon 
Press 1997.  
  
Saller, R. “Symbols of Gender and Status Hierarchies in the Roman Household.” In 
Women and Slaves in Greco-Roman Culture: Differential Equations, edited by Sandra R. 
Joshel and Sheila Murnaghan, 85–91. Women & Slaves in Greco-Roman Culture, xii, 
287 p. London ; New York: Routledge, 1998.  
  
Treggiari, Susan. “Jobs for Women.” American Journal of Ancient History 1 (1976): 
75–104.  
  
______. “Jobs in the Household of Livia.” Papers of the British School at Rome 43 
(January 1, 1975): 48–77.  
  
———. “Lower Class Women in the Roman Economy.” Florilegium 1 (1979): 65–80.  
  
Veyne, Paul. Les mystères du gynécée. Temps des images, 323 p. Paris: Gallimard, 
1998. 
 

 
 

Figure 1.  Villa of the Mysteries, Pompeii 


