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SEXUALITY IN THE ANCIENT WORLD 
BY 

MARIA CHESTER 

 

In her masterpiece “The Second Sex”, (New York: Vintage Books, 1973) Simone de Beauvoir depicts the 

atrocities of a typical patriarchal society in the Western society as well as the discrimination of women in 

society which is totally undeserved. 
INTRODUCTION 

 

Sex should be regarded as a legitimate subject for historical study as are religion, 

economics, architecture or medicine. Sex was an important part of life: from birth to 

death and rebirth. The gods themselves were earthy enough to copulate. Sexual desire 

was considered a divine force that ensured the continuity of gods, humans and all 

other animate beings.  We shall study how marriage, prostitution and homosexuality 

were viewed in ancient Mesopotamia, Egypt, Japan, China, Greece, Rome, India, and 

the Americas. 

 

Ancient sexuality must be approached without modern prejudices. India played a role 

in the history of sex. They treated sexual intercourse as a science. Sexual education can 

be found in art and literature.  In ancient Japan, sex was not taboo and Japanese 

women were not brainwashed into thinking of sex as frightening, shameful or 

humiliating as were Western women after Christianity. Rome openly practised sexual 

acts that are considered taboo in modern times, including orgies, homosexuality, 

incest, prostitution and bestiality. 

Social norms changed due in part to the practice of Judaism and Christianity. The 

Christian faith took sexual practices very seriously and created rules and boundaries, 

supposedly from the mouth of God himself. 

 

 

 
 

                                       SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA 

 

Mesopotamia ("land between rivers") is a toponym for the area between the Tigris-

Euphrates River system. In Mesopotamia, religion permeated all aspects of life: sexual 

desire was considered a divine force given to humans by the gods.  

The ancient “Near East” section in the Israel Museum of Archaeology collects rare 

erotic art from Mesopotamia, which predates India’s Kama Sutra by over 1,500 years. 

There, we can analyse a plaque showing a woman drinking beer from a straw and a 

man raising a glass of wine: are they really just drinking beer and wine?  Obviously not, 

these images are a euphemism to express that the couple performed oral sex on their 

respective partners. 

All these plaques were found in temples; graves and homes which make it difficult to 

generalize about their intended use. Until very recently, archaeologists thought these 

plaques were devoted to Ishtar, the goddess of love. Others thought they were used 

to keep away evil spirits. Babylonian cylinder seals occasionally featured men and 

women in erotic poses as well. 

In the ‘Epic of Gilgamesh’ – Mesopotamia’s greatest literary work – Gilgamesh, the King 

of Uruk, who was 1/3 divine and 2/3 human, lauds sex, as one of carnal pleasures 
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humans ought to indulge in during their brief tenure on Earth. This epic poem also 

describes sexuality as a potent force that distinguishes humans from beasts. 

In ancient Akkadian civilisation, another euphemism related to the sexual act, was “to 

have a delight in your lap”. Israelite and Canaanite artwork had very little or none 

explicit sex images. Female nudity disappeared after the institutionalisation of early 

Judaism in 800 BCE. 

MARRIAGE 

Marriage ensured the continuation of the family and provided social stability. Among 

the Babylonians, Assyrians and Sumerians marriage was an arrangement designed to 

perpetuate a linage by procreation. Marriage was a legal contract between the 

father of the bride-to-be and another man. Every marriage began with a legal 

contract signed in the presence of witnesses. 

This contract/engagement was serious. According to Hammurabi’s Code a suitor who 

changed his mind would forfeit his entire deposit (betrothal gift) and bride price. 

These legal penalties were a potent deterrent against changes of heart and an  

incentive for both responsible decision-making and orderly social behaviour. 

The wedding ceremony had to include a feast to be considered legitimate. If the bride 

could not conceive, she could be returned to her family. Once the couple was 

properly married they were expected to produce children quickly. Some texts 

described unusual positions that could be adopted to have children and also sodomy 

that was a common contraceptive used to regulate the family. 

Childlessness was considered a great misfortune and a man could take a second wife 

if the bride proved infertile. 

A man could not divorce his wife because of her state of health. He would continue to 

honour her as the first wife until her death. Divorce carried a serious social stigma and 

was not common. 

Arranged marriages were the norm. Women were sold to the highest bidder in bridal 

auctions. Herodotus - the Greek historian - wrote: “Once a year in each village the 

young women eligible to marry were collected all together in one place; while the 

men stood around them in a circle. Then a herald called up the young women one by 

one and offered them for sale. He began with the most beautiful. When she was  

sold for a high price, he   offered all of them to be sold to  be  wives…All  came from  

distant villages and bid for the women...this  was  the  best  of all their customs but it 

has now fallen into disuse”. 

Historian Karen Nemet-Nejat notes: “Like any other people in the world, ancient 

Mesopotamians fell deeply in love”. There is evidence of couples living together 

without marrying. There is none suggesting that a man and a woman can simply get 

married on their own. 

Medical texts from ancient Mesopotamia provide prescriptions for curing  

all sorts of diseases. There is one, which had no   cure: passionate love. From a text 

found in Ashurbanipal’s library at Nineveh: “When the patient is continually clearing his 

throat; is  often  lost  for  words; and  laughs  for no reason, he is suffering from love  

sickness. For a man and for a woman it  is all one and the same”. Bottero 102-103 

Love songs found written on tablets attest this romantic attachment among couples. 

There are also poems such as an Akkadian one from c.1750 BCE in which a woman 

wanted to know that she was the only one for him. 
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PROSTITUTION 

It was mandatory for all unmarried women to prostitute themselves. The Assyrians were 

devoted to the cult of Mylitta. She was known later as Aphrodite. 

The Assyrians believed that in order to receive the goddess grace,  

women have to have sex with a stranger in Mylitta’s Temple. Every woman in the 

Assyrian empire had to do this at least once in her lifetime. To show that she was willing 

to have sex, she had to wear a crown made from twine. 

Women just sat on the steps leading to the temple accepting the first man coming 

along. Once the man approached, he will toss money onto her  

lap and saying “ I demand thee in the name of Mylitta” After they performed the sexual 

act, the woman was deemed holy in the eyes of the goddess and could no longer be 

forced to have sex unwillingly. Herodotus remarked that tall and fair women went 

home first! It appears that not only in Babylonia and Cyprus but also throughout the 

Near East, ancient societies encouraged the practice of sacred sexual rites. Male 

prostitutes had also sex with male worshippers in sanctuaries and temples.  

Tradition distinguished two major forms of sacred sexual rites: temporary rite of unwed 

girls and life-long sexual rite. 

According to Samuel Noah Kramer, Sumerian kings established their legitimacy by 

practicing hierogamy (sacred sex) once a year at the top of the Temple of Ishtar. 

Hierogamy was practised on the 10th day of the New Year festival Akitu.  

The Hebrew Bible uses two different words for prostitute ‘zonah’ and ‘kedeshah’.  

Zonah is a common prostitute but kedeshah is a consecrated, holy one. The Hebrew 

version of Deuteronomy 23:17 tells: “None of the daughters of Israel shall be kedeshah, 

nor shall any of the sons of Israel be a Kadesh”…showing that both – female and male 

– could become prostitutes. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

Law codes in ancient Near East – including those of Urukagina (2375 BCE), Ur-Nanmu 

(2100 BCE), Eshnunna (1750 BCE) and Hammurabi (1726 BCE) virtually ignored   

homosexual acts. Laws only banned certain negative forms of homosexuality namely 

rape and incest. Homosexual love could be enjoyed without fear of social stigma. 

Some texts mention “men preferring to take female role” in sex. Kings had male lovers 

along with their wives. Warriors developed romantic attachments with other men and 

ordinary men had anal intercourse with male prostitutes.  

Both Zimri-Lim (king of Mari) and Hammurabi (king of Babylon) had male lovers. “The 

Almanac of Incantations” contained prayers favouring on an equal basis  

the love of a man for a woman, of a woman for a man and of a man for a man.  

Lesbian love is not mentioned probably because of the low status of women who were 

basically considered property. Adultery was considered just a trespass against 

property. 

LOVE AND LUST DEITIES 

 

A love deity is associated with sexual love, lust and sexuality in general. Sumerian 

Inanna and Akkadian Ishtar was the goddess of love, fertility and warfare. She was 

associated with the city of Uruk (ca.4000-3100 BCE). She was represented dressed for a 

divine marriage and attended by a servant. 

Inanna holds the symbol of two twisted reeds of the doorpost that looks like a uterus. 
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Inanna’s symbol is an eight-point star o rosette. She was associated with the planet 

Venus: the morning and evening star. Inanna was also associated to lions, symbol of 

power. She is often represented standing on the backs of two lionesses. There were 

many temples dedicated to Inanna: the greatest was the so-called “House of Heaven” 

in Uruk where sacred prostitution was a common practice. According to Gwendolyn 

Leick, in her book “Sex and Eroticism in Mesopotamian Literature” (1994) 

hermaphrodites and feminine men were deeply involved in the worship and ritual 

practices of Inanna’s temples. The high priestess would choose a young man who 

represented the shepherd Dumuzid - consort of Inanna - to perform a “hieros gamos” 

or sacred marriage. Inanna’s Akkadian counterpart is Ishtar. Ishtar was de goddess of 

fertility, love, war and sex. Ishtar was an important deity until the arrival of Christianity. 

In the Epic of Gilgamesh, she is portrayed as bad tempered, petulant and spoiled. 

           

           

 CONCLUSIONS 

 

Homosexuality pervaded the Ancient near East and with more openness beyond 

Egypt. As long as a man was married and had family, homoerotic activity was 

generally accepted as part and parcel of life. Still, there was a stigma attached to a 

man who took the passive, womanly role in a sexual relationship. The Umma Alu, a 

manual used to predict the future, sought to do this in some cases on the basis of sexual 

acts, five of which are homosexual: It is obvious that what mattered were the passive 

role and not the homosexual act per se. 

 

SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT INDIA 

 

The origins of Indian culture go back to the Indus Valley civilisation (3300-1300 BCE). 

The Indus Valley Civilisation is also known as Harappan Civilisation. It was named after 

Harappa, the first of its sites to be excavated in the 1920s. Along with Egypt and 

Mesopotamia it was one of the earliest civilisations in the Old World. Ancient temples 

like Khajuraho have explicit sculptures extolling the joys of sexual union. The purpose of 

these sculptures and reliefs was to educate the devotees when visiting. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

India played a role in the history of sex. They treated sexual intercourse as a science. 

Sexual education can be found in art and literature. The Vedas reveal moral 

perspectives on sexuality, marriage and fertility prayers. The Indian Vedas RAMAYANA 

and the MAHABHARATA (1500 BCE) heavily influenced China, Japan, Tibet and other 

Asian civilisations. 

MARRIAGE 

In ancient India, sex was considered a mutual duty between husband and wife: they 

had to give pleasure to each other equally. Polyandry and polygyny were practised in 

order to preserve dynastic succession. In ancient India, all marriages were celebrated 

according to the Sastras (rules)  

According to Malinowski, there were four major types/forms of marriage: monogamy, 

polygamy, polyandry and group marriage. These forms of marriage denote a “method 

of consecrating a union”. Marriage is called “vivah”. 
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Brahama Vivah is the purest and oldest form of Hindu marriage in which the father 

offers his daughter to a man of good character and well educated. 

In the Daiva Vivah, the father gives his daughter as a gift to a priest who 

arranges the wedding as a sacrifice to a ‘daiva’ or god. 

Arsha Vivah is a marriage in which the father receives a cow and a bull in  

exchange for his daughter. It was considered improper because it was a sale. 

Prajapatya Vivah is a marriage in which the father gives his daughter as  

a gift with the mantra “may both of you perform together your dharma” 

These first four types of marriages were approved while the last 

 four: Asura; Gandharva, Rakshsa and Paisacha were forbidden. 

In the Asura Vivah the groom’s father has to give money to the bride’s father. In  

this type of marriage the main point is money. The bride is purchased. 

In the Gandharva Vivah, the girl chose her husband herself. It is based in mutual love.  

It is called  ‘Gandharva’ because it was practiced among the tribe of the same name 

living on the slopes of the Himalayas.  

In the Rakshasa Vivah the girl is forcibly abducted. It consists in the capture of the bride 

by force. The bride is kidnapped! 

The last forbidden type of marriage is called Paisacha, and consists in a  

union performed when the woman was sleeping, intoxicated or unconscious. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

According to the Brahmana texts (800 BCE), when the gods separated the three 

worlds, there was sorrow: The sorrow of the heaven was cast into a whore (socially 

improper woman).  The sorrow of the underworld was cast into a rogue (socially 

improper man) And the sorrow of the earth was cast into a kliba (a biologically 

imperfect human) 

These men who are not quite male or female known as KLIBA were not allowed to 

participate in rituals or possess any kind of property.  One text describes fourteen types 

of klibas, one of whom uses “his mouth as a vagina”.  

In Indian epics and chronicles there are occasional references to same-sex intercourse. 

In the Brahma Vaivarta Purana, Mohini tells Brahma “Any man who refuses to satisfy a 

willing woman in her fertile period is a eunuch”. This old text suggests that in ancient 

India,” unlike men” were expected to live as women in the fringes of mainstream 

society. 

In ancient India the HIJRA were considered women and they served in the female 

quarters of royal households for centuries.  

The HIJRA were trans-sexuals, transvestites, homosexual, hermaphrodites and eunuchs. 

They had their own patron goddess, BAHUCHARAJI who was once a princess who 

castrated her husband because he behaved as a woman. 

The Kali Yuga marks the final phase of the cosmic lifespan and sexual irregularities can 

occur: men will deposit semen in mouths and anuses and they will become despicable 

when reborn. 

In the Kama Sutra, there is a disdainful reference to male masseurs who indulge in oral 

sex. 

An overview of the vast temple imagery, sacred narratives and religious scriptures does 

suggest that homosexuality did exist in ancient India. 
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LESBIANISM 

 

In the Manusmriti is stated that “if a girl has sex to another girl, she should be  

fined with two hundred...be made to pay double…and receive ten whip lashes” …If a 

mature woman does it to a girl her head should be shaved immediately or  

two of her fingers should be cut off and she should be made to ride a donkey” 

 

INCEST 

 

According to the ‘shastras’ (rules) marrying an immediate relation is discouraged. 

Relations with motherly figures such as own mother, stepmother, mother-in-law, and 

brother’s wife are also considered heinous sins. 

Ravana is described as a demon because he had sex with his own daughter. 

Vali also enjoyed the company of his sister-in-law but this was taken as an exception 

because he belonged to the monkey clan and animal dharma is different from human 

dharma. 

Human dharmas are different from deva (god) dharmas and daitya (demon) 

dharmas. It is only human dharma that matters and incest is highly unaccepted. 

Adama and Havyavati (Adam and Eve) story is   mentioned in the Hindu Bhavishya 

Purana pointing out that incest is a sin. 

Adam and Eve were brother and sister in blood since Eve was created out of Adam. 

According to Indian texts, they were unable to control the temptations  

of ‘kali purusha’ (Satan) and indulged themselves in immoral sex. Since then, they are 

considered as fallen progenitors of the cursed ‘maleccha’ race. Maleccha in Sanskrit 

refers to people of foreign extraction in Ancient India. In India there is also the concept 

of ‘gothra’, which is a Hindu clan or lineage.  

Marriages within the same gothra are also prohibited because is considered incest. 

 

CONTRACEPTION 

 

A variety of birth control prescriptions are listed in the 12th century Ratirahasya (Secrets 

of Love) and in the Ananga Ranga (The Stage of the God of Love) 

Ancient Indians used   a   variety   of birth control methods including a potion made of 

powdered palm leaf and red chalk. Indian women also used a pessary made of honey, 

ghee, and rock salt to avoid pregnancy. Some ancient potions were made with the 

seeds of the palash tree. 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

Ancient India had a well-regulated prostitution system 2300 years ago. Prostitution in 

ancient India can be traced back to archaeological findings of the Indus Valley. 

The bronze figure of a dancing girl from Mohenjo Daro represents a sacred prostitute. 

Prostitution as a profession appears in the Vedas between the 12th and 9th century BCE. 

In the Vedic Age, texts like the Rig Veda mention the unmarried woman for sale. In 

Vedic times, most prostitutes seem to have dressed in red; even their gold jewellery was 

reddened. The red colour scared away all demons and gave them protection. 

The Rig Veda mentions the SADBARANI, which refers to a woman who offers sex for 

money. 
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In Indian mythology there are many references of celestial demigods acting as 

prostitutes. 

These APSARAS or celestial nymphs entertained divinities and guests in the court of Lord 

Indra, the Lord of Hindu gods. Following this ‘system of celestial court’, Indian rulers 

developed what is called “guest-prostitution”: well-trained women given as tokens of 

friendship to kings. They were also given as ransom to the victor to part with his most 

beloved prostitute.  

In some parts of ancient India, women competed to win the title of NAGARVADHU or 

“bride of the city”. Prostitutes (ganika) were allowed to buy jewellery, furniture and 

other tools of their trade. They carried on their activities in public establishments.  

The ‘rupajivas’, were prostitutes who lived by their beauty and they were independent.  

The ‘pumsachali’ were prostitutes who became concubines. 

If they were working in a public establishment, they had to render accounts to the 

Chief Controller of Entertainers. The ‘Chief Controller of Entertainers’ was in charge of 

brothels and prostitutes as well as entertainers such as actors, dancers, musicians, 

storytellers, acrobats, etc. Whenever the army marched on an expedition, courtesans 

also went with them. They were allotted places in the camp, alongside the roads. 

Courtesans not only provided sexual pleasure but also entertained with singing and 

dancing. Religious prostitutes were attached to the temples. Holy prostitutes became 

common. In the south of India they were known as DEVADASI. Devadasi literally means 

god-servants (deva means god and dasi means female servant). 

 

KAMA SUTRA 

 

The ‘Kama Sutra’, originally known as VATSYAYANA KAMASUTRAM, (the Book of Love) 

was written between the 1st. and 6th century BCE. This philosophical work is about the 

so-called ‘kama shastra’ or ‘science of love’ the book explores human desire, infidelity 

and also is a guide that shows different techniques to obtain and give maximum 

pleasure to a sexual partner within marriage. The Kama Sutra acknowledges third-

gender marriages wherein same-sex couples with “great attachment and complete 

faith in one another” get married together. 

 

SHIVA LINGAM 

 

The lingam itself is the symbol of Creation: it represents the cosmic egg. There is a 

popular belief that the Shiva Lingam only represents the genitalia. In Sanskrit “linga” 

means symbol therefore the lingam is the symbol of Shiva. The Lingam speaks to the 

devotee in the unmistakable language of   silence   and   it represents the formless 

being: Lord Shiva. A Shiva Lingam consists of three parts or “pitha”, the lowest is called 

the ‘Brahama-Pitha’, the middle one, the ‘Vishnu-Pitha’ and the upper most one, is the 

‘Shiva-Pitha’.  

A lingam is not merely a block of stone shaped as a phallus. It also helps to induce the 

devotee’s concentration of the mind by focusing his attention on the lingam itself. 
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SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT EGYPT 

 

Introduction 

 

Sexuality in Ancient Egypt is a subject to be approached with caution. We   have   to 

consider that the research on Ancient Egypt sexual behaviour is based on the upper 

class/elite and not on the layman. Egyptian sexuality – as any other ancient 

civilisation’s sexuality - must be looked at without modern prejudices. 

Sexuality in Ancient Egypt was open, untainted by guilt. Sex was an important part of 

life: from birth to death and rebirth.  Singles and married couples made love. The gods 

themselves were earthy enough to copulate. 

The Egyptians even believed in sex in the afterlife! Men had false penises while women 

had artificial nipples attached to their mummies. Sex was not taboo. Adultery was! Men 

and women were punished for this act. Emasculation for a man may have been a 

punishment for the rape of a married woman. Adulterous sex would result in both 

people being whipped or mutilated. These punishments only affected those who were 

attached to a formal relationship. Male extramarital affairs with unmarried women did 

not have the same effect that those of married women. However, men were not 

granted a free pass: in some communities cheating husbands would carry a social 

stigma for their actions. 

Unmarried women were free to choose partners as they so desire and enjoy their love 

life to its fullest. According to Daniel Kolos – from the University of Toronto – premarital 

sexual activity was a prerequisite for marriage. Female sexual activity could have been 

part of a “coming-of-age” ritual. There was apparently no concept of virginity or any 

sort of expectation for it. 

Individuals could freely pursue sexual relationships so long as both parties were 

unattached. But once married women and men had to be faithful: in case of adultery, 

men were forced into a divorce and women were killed and thrown to the dogs. Even 

the Egyptian religion was filled with tales of adultery, incest, homosexuality and 

masturbation…with hints of necrophilia. 

Masculinity and femininity itself were strongly linked with the ability to conceive and 

bear children. Taking after Isis - the mother goddess of Horus – women strove to be 

intelligent, wise, mystical and fundamentally, mothers. 

 

CIRCUMCISION 

 

Circumcision predates recorded history. By freeing the penis of its phimotic foreskin 

sexual intercourse and reproduction were enhanced and helped our species to 

success in its evolution (Cox & Morris, 2010) 

The oldest documented evidence of male circumcision comes from Ancient Egypt. 

Sixth Dynasty (2345-2181 BCE) tomb artwork is thought to be the oldest documented 

evidence of circumcision. Another depiction of a circumcision is a bas-relief from the 

necropolis of Saqqara (circa 2400 BCE) with an inscription reading “the ointment is to 

make it acceptable”. Herodotus in the 5th.century wrote, “The Egyptians practise 

circumcision for the sake of cleanliness, considering it better to be cleanly than 

comely”. Gallaher (2000) considers it to be a mark of passage from childhood to 

adulthood. Egyptian priests performed circumcisions in a public ceremony, using a 

stone blade. 
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INCEST 

 

The word incest is derived from the Latin “incestus” which means impure, unchaste. 

Royal incest occurs in societies where rulers have tremendous power and no peers. 

Since gods marry each other, so should royals. Incest also protects royal assets. 

Tutankhamen married his half-sister Ankhesenamun and was himself the child  

of an incestuous union between Akhenaten and an unidentified sister-wife. It is now 

accepted that incestuous marriages were widespread among all  

classes in Egypt during the Greco-Roman period (from 332 BCE to 642 CE) The most 

famous these of marriages happened in the Ptolemaic Royal family: Cleopatra VII was 

married to her younger brother Ptolemy XIII. In the fable of ‘Oedipus King’, he 

incestuously married his own mother, Iocasta. 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

Prostitutes were sacred and advertised themselves through their clothing and makeup. 

Some prostitutes wore blue faience beaded fishnet dresses. They painted their lips red 

and tattooed themselves on their breasts and limbs. 

Some prostitutes went around totally nude. There is no evidence that these women 

were paid for these fertility- related acts. Prostitutes were treated with courtesy and 

respect: they were a link between fertility, magic and religion. Instead, they seem to 

be linked with the divine, they were helpers of expectant mothers as well as singers, 

dancers and musicians. 

The goddesses ISIS, NEPHTYS, MESKHENET and HEQET disguised themselves as itinerant 

performers. These goddesses are represented carrying the SISTRUM: an instrument with 

sexual overtones. The SISTRUM was used wearing a heavily beaded necklace called 

MENAT 

In the New Kingdom (1550 BCE-1069 BCE) tattoos of BES could be found on the thighs 

of dancers, musicians and servant girls. BES was the protector of pregnant women and 

new babies: he could feed them all with the milk coming from his breasts. BES is 

represented as a dwarf wearing the skin of a lion. Amulets of ithyphallic god BES were 

popular at all levels in Egyptian society. 

 

CONTRACEPTION 

 

Condoms were invented in Egypt around 3000 BCE. They were made from animal hide. 

Different methods of contraception can be found in the Kahun Gynaecological 

Papyrus. Undesired pregnancy was avoided with specific contraceptive recipes. One 

form of contraception included the use of acacia gum, as a spermicide. Various 

substances were used inside the vagina; including pessary made of crocodile dung. A 

therapeutic pessary is a medical device similar to the outer ring of a diaphragm. 

 

EUPHEMISMS 

 

There are coded messages and euphemisms about sex riddled within the art itself. 

King Tutankhamen is shown on a chest using a bow while his wife stands by his feet with 

an arrow at the ready. On the Turin Erotic Papyrus one can see a woman seated on a 

vase to pleasure herself. Cleopatra may have created a vibrator for herself using bees. 
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SEX BETWEEN GODS 

 

Even the gods had sex in Ancient Egypt. One creation myth detail how the first god 

ATUM or RA who created himself, fathered the next generation of deities through 

masturbation. 

RA – in the form of ATUM – masturbated his twin children SHU and TEFNUT into life. 

There was supposedly an event in which the Pharaoh would ceremoniously ejaculate 

into the Nile to mimic ATUM/RA creation of SHU and TEFNUT. 

NUT – the goddess of the night sky – and her brother GEB – the god of Earth, were in 

constant state of lovemaking. RA grew angry with his grandchildren and commanded 

his son SHU - their father - to separate the two lovers. 

GEB and NUT were separated and SHU – the god of the air – took GEB’s place and 

trampled on the ithyphallic GEB, lifting NUT into the   air.  

SETH and NEPHTHYS were brother and sister as well as husband and wife. 

NEHPTHYS was barren. She was the goddess of the desert as well as SETH. 

SETH and OSIRIS hate each other because of NEPHTHYS. She disguised herself as  

ISIS and seduced OSIRIS. SETH, her husband, found OSIRIS garland by their bed. 

After NEHPTHYS betrayal, SETH killed OSIRIS and cut up his body in numerous parts. 

ISIS, NEPHTHYS and ANUBIS (God of Mummification and the result of the drunken sex 

between NEHPTHYS and OSIRIS) managed to retrieve all, except one: OSIRIS’ phallus 

SETH dropped OSIRIS’ penis into the Nile, making it fertile. A fish ate the penis. ANUBIS, 

ISIS and NEPHTHYS pieced OSIRIS together and created the first mummy. ISIS moulded 

a phallus by using her magic replacing the missing one. Then ISIS and OSIRIS had 

passionate sex from which HORUS was born.  

Today we call this necrophilia! The bodies of the high-ranking women were left to 

decay for some time before sending their corpses for embalming. It is believed that this 

was done to discourage necrophilia. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

Immediately after OSIRIS death, SETH and HORUS engaged in a homosexual 

relationship. HORUS and ISIS next plan was to “impregnate” SETH with HORUS’ semen. 

Homosexuality is a modern concept that presupposes sexual classification. 

Representation evidence for ancient homosexual behaviour is ambiguous. 

In Egypt, the verb ‘nk’ means to have penetrative sex and does not have any 

connotation. But the verb ‘nkw’, (meaning a man on whom penetrative sex is 

performed) does because is likened with sexual abuse. It has negative connotations. 

One male-male relationship was that of NIANKHKHNUM and KHNUMHOTEP both 

manicurists of the King. They are depicted holding hands in their joint tomb. 

There is no evidence of lesbianism in Ancient Egypt. There are only two possible 

mentions, one in the Book of the Dead (circa 970 BCE) and one in the Carlsberg XIII 

papyrus (circa 300 BCE). Homosexuality was well known. It is referred in the “Negative 

Confessions” from the Papyrus of ANI as one of the forty-two things the deceased 

claimed not to have done. 
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APHRODISIAC PLANTS 

 

HAPI was the god of the Nile: he was a masculine deity with female properties. HAPI is 

represented wearing a water lily (lotus) on his head in Upper Egypt and with a papyrus 

in Lower Egypt. Water lily is related to sexual desirability and potency.  

Lettuce was considered an aphrodisiac to the ancient Egyptians.  The wild prickly 

lettuce (Lactuca virosa) was domesticated. The Egyptian version – known as Lactuca 

sativa – acquired both aphrodisiac and opiate qualities. This particular species of 

lettuce was tall, straight and secreted a milky substance when pressed. Lettuce was 

thought to be the favourite food of the fertility god; MIN. MIN was always depicted with 

an erected penis. Another aphrodisiac was the onion. Onions were forbidden to priests 

who had vowed celibacy!  

Fennel, ginger, pomegranates, coriander in wine and radishes mixed with honey were 

considered strong aphrodisiacs as well. 

 

ZOOPHILIA 

 

In ancient Egypt, zoophilia also known as “bestialism” was well known. It was illegal 

and carried high penalties but people continued to practice it anyway.  

 

 

THE TURIN EROTIC PAPYRUS 

 

The Turin Erotic Papyrus was painted in the Ramesside period (1292-1075 BCE). It shows 

sexual activity perhaps of Ramses II and his many wives.  

It consists of a continuous series of vignettes drawn on a papyrus scroll measuring about 

2.60 m long and 0.25 m high.  It depicts explicit images of sexual nature

The first 1/3 depicts animals performing various human acts. The erotic section contains 

twelve successive scenes and it takes 2/3 of the scroll. Men are depicted short, bald 

and with exaggeratedly large genitalia. In contrast, women are depicted nubile and 

beautiful. 

The Turin Papyrus is the only known erotic scroll painting to have survived. Some scholars 

have considered the so-called “erotic papyrus” to be “a satire on human manners and 

desires, as the animal vignettes on the first third of the papyrus suggest” which also 

mocks individuals of the upper class. 

 

 

 

                                     

SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT CHINA 

 

In early Chinese literature (1500 BCE to 770 BCE) sexual acts had metaphorical imagery: 

“clouds” referred to a woman vagina and “rain” referred to a man’s semen. 

In Ancient China, noble ladies did not need to be intelligent or talented to be 

respectable.  

A proverb from the Elders Book says: “A woman is virtuous as long as she is ignorant” 
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MARRIAGE 

 

Chinese society was dominated by a feudal system and marriage was vital to keep 

their family name safe. Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of the Qin dynasty recorded 

that many husbands were living at their wife’s family home and that they took the 

wife’s surname. 

The male-dominated marriage and family system was established during the  

Zhou dynasty (1046 BCE-256 BCE) when a patriarchal system came to life. 

During the Tang and Song dynasties the patriarchal system was strengthened and 

women could not leave their husbands and remarried. 

Under the traditional Confucian canon, divorce should observe a ritual and the couple 

should show remorse for their actions. 

The laws clearly regulated seven situations in which a man could divorce his wife: 1) If 

she was not obedient to the in-laws. 2) If she was childless. 3) If she committed adultery. 

4) If she was jealous. 5) If she had a disease. 6) If she talked too much and 7) If she was 

a thief. 

The famous poet Lu You was forced to divorce his wife because his mother disliked her. 

Marriage in ancient China was pre-arranged between families. Within Chinese culture, 

romantic love was allowed and monogamy was the norm. 

In Confucian philosophy, marriage is of great significance because tempers virtues. 

Before Confucius, it is believed there was no marriage at all and no concept of 

husband, fatherhood and ‘proper’ sexual behaviour.  

To marry a person of the same surname was considered incest. 

Marriage should bring together different surnames and should continue the clan of the 

father. That is why Chinese prefer to have boys rather than girls. 

At the same time, divorce was quite straightforward: the couple just break up. 

The “Book of Changes” is the oldest Chinese text and it was written around  

the third millennium BCE and kept a record of wives leaving their husbands. 

 

MARRIAGE MYTH 

 

The myth tells us about the marriage of Nuwas and Fu Xi, who were sister and brother, 

respectively. They created the marriage ceremony after they were united. They both 

wanted to populate the world but they were ashamed. They  

climbed the Kunlun Mountains and prayed to the heavens for guidance. They asked 

for permission to get married and they said: “if you allow us to marry, surround us with 

mist” …When the peak was surrounded by mist, Nuwas covered her blushing face with 

a fan.  

This is why in some Chinese towns; the bride will cover her face with a fan.  

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

Ancient records from the Shang dynasty (1500-1100 BCE) mention male homosexuality. 

The term “Luan Feng” was used to described male homosexuality.  

Female homosexuality was not mentioned.  

During the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) the homosexual activity among emperors 

and ministers were kept in the imperial records. In those “Han dynasty Records” almost 

all emperors had lovers of the same sex. After the Han dynasty, Chinese attitude 



 13 

towards homosexuality was tolerant if those gay men fulfilled their filial duties by getting 

married and kept the family line alive. 

Ancient China showed a calm and dispassionate attitude towards homosexual 

behaviour. There was neither eulogy nor criticism. 

In 1740, the first anti-homosexual decree was promulgated: voluntarily intercourse 

between homosexual adults was considered   illegal. 

During Mao’s Revolution (1966-1970) homosexuals in China were considered to be a 

social disgrace or the consequence of a mental illness. 

In 1989, homosexuality was considered – by decree – a “psychiatric disorder of 

sexuality”. Even today, Shanghai is the only city where gay and lesbians can have a 

more open lifestyle. 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

For a long time, prostitution was completely legal in ancient China. Chinese poet Lin 

Yutang wrote:” One can never overstate the important roles Chinese prostitutes 

played in romantic relationships, literature, music and politics” 

The Chinese character (ji) used for prostitute means “a female performer” 

 because they did not just offer sex but rather the pleasure of their company.   

A Chinese wife was supposed to be obedient to her husband, dutiful to her children, 

mind her domestic affairs and be virtuously ignorant of all other matters. Chinese men 

were in need of intellectual counterparts of the opposite sex! 

Marriages were matter of social hierarchy and many of them lacked both  

of affection and communication. Prostitutes were exceptions to the rule. They were 

instead educated to become entertaining performers and intellectual equals to 

aristocrats, scholars, government officials and high-ranking members of society. 

Sinologist Robert van Gulik (“Sexual Life in Ancient China”; 1961) wrote, “When Chinese 

men courted prostitutes, they were more looking for friends with benefits”. 

In fact, sex was not required at all! Men just wanted to escape from the dull 

atmosphere of their homes. Female prostitution flourished during the Tang dynasty 

when “official prostitutes” came out from government’s conservatories where they 

were educated in the “Jiao fang”.  

These “official prostitutes” were then registered and they had to have at least one 

talent: singing, dancing or poetry were considered indispensable skills. The key to a 

prostitute’s popularity was usually not her body but her mind.  

Male prostitution was common during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). Between 1573-

1620 there was a great development in industry and trade and life became luxurious. 

Fancy brothels were   everywhere.  

The most famous prostitute was a poet. Xue Tao lost her father when she was 15 and 

registered herself in the Jiao fang as an official prostitute. 

The Qing dynasty eliminated the “Jiao fang” and educated prostitutes became rare. 

Male prostitutes were widely available to meet their client’s specific requirements. 

Confucianism was canonised during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) and prostitution was 

considered abominable. 
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TAOISM 

 

During the Chou dynasty Taoism was a doctrine it was not a religion yet. Taoism divided 

men and women into yin (female energy) and yang (male energy). Women were said 

to have an inexhaustible supply of yin essence. Men instead had a limited supply of 

yang. 

It was forbidden for men to use up their yang essence without acquiring plenty of yin 

essence. Before the man was allowed to ejaculate, he had to prolong the sexual 

encounter by making the woman have orgasms several times in order to acquire her 

yin essence.  

If a man ejaculated or used up his yang essence without taking any yin essence it was 

said to cause him health problems and even death. 

Male masturbation was seen as unhealthy and therefore, forbidden. It was considered 

to cause a complete loss of his vital yang essence. 

Women could masturbate freely as they were said to have an unlimited yin essence. 

Medical texts only warned women against masturbation with objects, which were 

believed to injure the womb and internal sexual organs.  

Men’s nocturnal emissions or “wet dreams” were seen as a health problem. 

Female homosexuality was wide spread. Male homosexuality was rare. Male 

homosexuality was forbidden. It was considered a complete loss of yang essence for 

both men. There was no loss of yin in female homosexual relations. 

Only with the arrival of the Han Dynasty, China saw increasing male homosexuality. 

Prostitution was accepted. Men thought that they could gain more yin from prostitutes 

than from normal women. Since female prostitutes had sex with so many men, they 

acquired more yang essence therefore they could give back more yang essence than 

he had lost. 

Chinese medicine began to identify sexual diseases than came from prostitutes  

earlier than any other culture in the world. Men were advised against not to use them. 

 

CONFUCIANISM 

 

The Ch’in dynasty shifted the Taoist culture to Confucianism culture. Women were 

placed in an inferior level. All physical contact between men and women was 

confined to marriage and to their bedroom. After leaving the bedroom there was to 

be no physical contact between husbands and wives. Confucianism considered the 

sex act itself a sort of sin; it was only for procreation and to provide a sacred family life. 

Men were allowed to have concubines. There were strict rules of cohabitation. 

A concubine was not allowed to stay in the marital bed after the sexual act if the first 

wife was present. Even if the concubine was age 50, the man was supposed to have 

sex with her every 5 days. Because of the strict rules Confucianism established in relation 

to sex, many incestuous and sadistic sexual relationships existed during the Ch’in 

period. 

BACK TO TAOISM 

 

With the second Han dynasty Taoist doctrine returned. Taoism was not an organised 

religion yet: did not have temples and priests. Sex educational texts began to surface: 

‘The Handbook of the Plain Girl’ and also “The Art of the Bedchamber”. Both texts 

referred to a Yellow Emperor who wanted a long, healthy life by practising sex. 



 15 

These texts are considered educational because they taught how to breathe while 

having sex. Emphasis was placed on breathing techniques during sex to prolong the 

man’s orgasm and make the woman orgasm several times in order to gain her yin 

essence. 

During the Han period, more metaphors and symbolism were used in literature to 

describe heterosexual acts. For example, the colour red was female. The colour white 

symbolised men and their semen. The White Tiger was symbolic of men. The Green 

Dragon was symbolic of women.  

Once China returned to the Taoist doctrines new sexual literature as well as manuals 

were published among them: “Secrets of the Jade Chamber” and “Ishimpo”. Many of 

these texts were a continuation of the Yellow Emperor sexual adventures. They are 

considered similar to the Indian Kama Sutra because they explain different sexual 

positions with animal-like names for each one of them. Sex was seen as a cure for all 

health problems. Each position was related to a specific illness and therefore 

prescribed to cure it. 

Taoism believes that a sexual relationship between a man and a  

woman is basically ‘The Joining of Essences’ or “Joining Energy”.  By practising healthy 

sex, one could stay in good health and attain longevity. To Taoism, sexual intercourse 

is seen as a spiritual practice.  

 

 
 

SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT GREECE 

 

The ancient Greeks did not conceive sexual orientation as a social identifier as modern 

Western societies have done. 

We still considered Ancient Greek civilisation as the cradle of our own civilisation. It is 

strange that we place the Greeks on a pedestal in spite the fact that they  

had practices that we consider abhorrent by any standards in our civilisation.  

Greeks did not distinguish sexual desire by the gender in the sex act but rather  

by the role that each participant played: active penetrator or passive penetrated. 

In Ancient Greece, if you were a male from the upper classes, you were either an 

‘erastes’ (adult lover) or an ‘eromenos’ (adolescent lover). You were the penetrator or 

the penetrated by another male. As soon as the eromenos began to sport a beard he 

became an erastes. The active role was associated with masculinity, higher social 

status and adulthood. Passive role was instead associated with femininity, lower social 

status and youth. 

MARRIAGE 

 

In ancient Greece, each city-state was politically independent, with its own laws 

affecting marriage. Legislators considered marriage to be a matter of public interest. 

The Spartans considered “teknopoioia” (childbearing) as the main object of marriage. 

A man would choose his wife based on three things: the dowry (money given  

by the bride’s father to the groom), her presumed fertility and her skills as a weaver.  

But a man could marry a woman by winning her, as a prize. 

A husband might have a wife and a concubine. For the marriage to be legal, the 

woman’s father or guardian gave permission to a suitable male who could afford to 

marry her. Orphaned daughters were left to an uncle or a male cousin. 
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In Athens, a girl generally got married at about 16, typically to a man twice her age.  

The celebration consisted of a three-part ceremony, which lasted three days: the 

‘proaulia’ or pre-wedding ceremony; the ‘gamos’, or wedding itself and the ‘epaulia’, 

or post-wedding ceremony. 

In 5th century Athens, the bride became a figure of intense erotic interest. Young 

women are represented putting on clothes and jewellery ahead of their weddings. 

It is common to see the bride being led by the hand by her groom with a floating 

winged Eros nearby. 

Apart from the wedding night, it was common for married couples to sleep apart. In 

ancient Athens, both husband and wife had the power to initiate a divorce. The 

husband simply had to send his wife back to her father to end the marriage. For the 

wife to obtain a divorce, she had to appear before the “archon” or chief magistrate. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

After a long hiatus marked by censorship of homosexual themes, modern historians 

accept that same – sex relationships were openly practised from 800 BCE until the 

Roman era. Herodotus, Plato, Xenophon, Athenaous and many other historians and 

philosophers explored aspects of the same-sex love in Ancient Greece. The standard 

same-sex relationship would involve an adolescent boy and an older man. These 

relationships between adult men and boys are known as pederasty. The age limit for 

pederasty seems to encompass boys of 12 years old. To love a boy below that age 

was considered inappropriate. 

Pederasty was a social and educational institution. It was an important element in civil 

life. It is not clear if pederasty was widespread in all social classes or limited to the 

aristocracy.  

Relations between adult men of comparable social status were considered highly 

problematic and associated with social stigma. 

The ancient Greeks liked young boys. Their sexual allure was diminished the moment 

they started to grow facial and body hair. There is evidence that romantic Eros was 

seen as homosexual all over Greece. Platonic love was love among equals. 

The first recorded appearance of a deep emotional bond between adult men was in 

the Iliad (800 BCE) in which Homer depicts Patroclus with a beard and Achilles clean-

shaven.  

The Greeks knew how to party! The SYMPOSIUM was an all-male drinking party. This was 

an opportunity for men and older youths to bond and it was highly erotically charged. 

Guests would flirt with each other, with slaves pouring the drinks. There would be female 

prostitutes hired as “entertainers” for the evening as well. 

The cups from which dinners drank at these events were often painted or engraved 

with erotic scenes. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY IN THE MILITARY 

 

Homosexuality in the military was regarded as contributing to morale. The primary 

example is the so-called “Sacred Band of Thebes”, a unit formed of same-sex couples. 

The Theban commander Pammenes, advocated a military organization based on 

lovers. The Spartan tradition of military heroism was based on strong  

emotional bonds resulting from homosexual male relationships. There are plenty of 

recorded episodes of courage in battle, which were interpreted as motivated by 
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homoerotic bonds. In Plato’s “Symposium”, Phaedrus talks about the power of  

male sexual relationships to improve bravery in the military. 

 

LESBIANISM 

 

Most surviving sources of lesbianism come from Athens, without exception, men wrote 

them. Plato’s ‘Symposium’ mentioned women who “don’t care for men, but have 

female attachments”.  

Examples do exist as far back as the time of Sappho. She wrote many love poems 

addressed to women and girls. Sappho was a lyric poet. She was born on the island of 

Lesbos, from where the word “lesbian” comes from. As a result of her fame in antiquity, 

she and her island have become emblematic of love between women. In addition of 

being a poet, Sappho was the head of a “thiasos” which were communities of women 

where they could receive a limited form of education. Girls in these communities often 

experienced same-sex love, sometimes for their mistresses and sometimes for each 

other. 

Sappho’s Fragment One describes lovers giving and receiving pleasure from the same 

partner, in contrast with the rigid active/passive dichotomy observed in male 

homosexual relationships. 

Female-female relationships were depicted on Greek art: an early example  

is a plate from archaic Thera, which appears to show two women courting. 

There is evidence of Spartan women engaged in homosexual activities.  

Plutarch described these female relationships in his biography of Lycurgus of Sparta. 

Spartan women enjoyed rights that others did not have in ancient Greece: they could 

have their own property. They owned more than a 1/3 of the land. Daughters could 

inherit along with their brothers. They have a “say” in Sparta economy. 

Girls were given formal education in order to become productive members of Sparta. 

Spartan girls could equally compete with the boys when it comes to athletics. Spartan 

females participated in sporting events alongside males, in full view of the public. 

Young men were always naked and sexual intimacy was inevitable. They were 

encouraged to have sex between them as part of their education. 

The word “gymnasium” derives from the Greek “gymnos” which means naked. 

Twenty-two years old Spartans cadets, on their wedding night, asked their brides  

to dress like men to help them make the transition from homo to heterosexual sex. 

The ceremony began with the bride being dressed in men’s sandals and a cloak, with 

her hair cut short. The groom returned to the barracks immediately after the sexual act 

was consummated. 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

The ancient Greeks made a distinction between hetairai and pornai. The so-called 

Pornai were prostitutes who provided sex for a large number of clients in brothels or in 

the street. Men used female prostitutes regularly. Sex could be brought cheaply in a 

city full of brothels, streetwalkers and female entertainers. It is common to see 

depictions of men from Athens having anal sex with prostitutes. 

It was accepted that prostitutes could be beaten if they refused to give a service.  

Men also commonly practised anal rape and forced fellatio. Prostitutes are shown 

urinating in pots.  
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Aristocrats refined prostitution into the “hetaira” or groomed women. Hetairas were 

educated to give pleasure and clever conversations.   

Consecrated prostitutes – those who were found at the temples – were expensive. The 

temple in Corinth held more than one thousand consecrated prostitutes. 

 

INCEST 

 

Incest – in today’s world – is considered a taboo in most cultures. In ancient Greece, 

famous Spartan King Leonidas I - hero of the legendary Battle of Thermopylae - was 

married to his niece Gorgo.  

It is also known that Myrrha disguised herself as a prostitute to have sex with her father 

Cinyras during a festival: Adonis was born from this incestuous union. 

Greek law allowed marriage between brother and sister if they had different mothers. 

 

CONTRACEPTION 

 

The Greek botanist Theophrastus documented the use of Silphium, a  

plant well known for its contraceptive and abortifacient properties. Silphium only grew 

on a small strip of land near the coastal city of Cyrene (today Libya). Any attempt to 

cultivate it elsewhere failed.  

Greek coins depicted a woman touching the plant with one hand and her genitalia 

with the other hand. Silphium seeds resembled the stylised heart shape we use today. 

Its price increased due to high demand, leading to it being worth “more than its weight 

in silver”. Because of the high demand, Silphium became extinct.  

Asafoetida, a close relative of Silphium was used instead. 

Other plants commonly used for birth control included Daucus carota (known as 

Queen Anne’s lace), willow, date palm, pomegranate, pennyroyal, Artemisia, myrrh 

and rue. Some of these plants are toxic and ancient Greek documents specify safe  

dosages. Recent studies confirmed these plant’s post-coital properties. 

To avoid pregnancy, it was believed that a woman must hold her breath during coitus, 

and then sit with her knees bent and sneeze to expel the semen. Also, it was believed 

that a pessary made from cat testicles could help. 

 

CIRCUMCISION 

 

Ancient Greek aesthetics of the male body considered circumcision a mutilation.   

Greek artwork portrayed penises with the foreskin except when they portrayed satyrs, 

lechers and barbarians. They regarded a man truly naked only if his prepuce was 

retracted.  

SEX AMONG GODS 

 

Greek mythology is full of epic battles, melodramatic fights between gods and 

goddesses and: SEX. Every year, Dionysius had a public parade in which men carried 

an immense penis. This ritual is replicated in today’s Japan in the so-called Kanamara 

Matsuri (festival of the erect penis) which is held annually and where a phallus is carried 

around towns and fields symbolising the rite of fertilisation.  

In Greece, Aphrodite’s temple on the Acropolis has all the altars topped with phalluses.  

Very often Zeus turned himself into some nonhuman creature to seduce and even rape 

somebody.  Here some examples: Zeus turned himself into a swan and seduced Leda 
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(king Tyndareus’ wife). She became pregnant and laid four eggs from which Castor, 

Pollux, Clytemnestra and Helen were born. 

Zeus turned himself into golden rain impregnating Danae who gave birth to Perseus. 

Zeus turned himself into an eagle and abducted a beautiful young man called 

Ganymede taking him to Mount Olympus where he became his lover much to the 

anger of Hera, who was Zeus’s wife. Since then, Ganymede is identified as the god of 

homosexual love. 

Eros was born of the sexual union of Venus with Mars a nice summer evening. As a true 

son of the goddess of Beauty, Eros was the god of love, lust and sex. Eros fell in love 

with Psyche, a beautiful mortal that after a tormented life was  

made immortal by Zeus and went to live with her loved Eros in the Olympus. 

Aphrodite (Ishtar and Inanna in ancient Mesopotamia) was the goddess of beauty and 

illicit sex. She fell in love with Adonis – the personification of masculine beauty and 

unwanted son of King Cinyrus of Cyprus and his own daughter: Myrrha. 

Aphrodite was the wife of Ares – god of war –who decided to take revenge after  

his wife’s infidelity so he transformed himself into a boar who killed Adonis. 

In Greek mythology, Callisto and Artemis are considered lovers. Callisto was the 

goddess attendant.  She was raped by Apollo, transformed into a bear and sent to the 

heavens. Rape was common and seen as a “right of domination” by Greek men.  

 

 

 
 

 

SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT ROME 

 

Located along the Mediterranean Sea, Rome expanded to become one of the largest 

empires in the ancient world with an estimate of 50 to 90 million inhabitants. In its 1200 

years of existence the Romans shifted from a monarchy to a classic republic and then 

to an increasingly autocratic empire. Roman society has contributed to modern 

government, law, politics, engineering, art, literature, architecture, technology, 

warfare, religion, society and language. 

 

MARRIAGE 

 

Marriage in Ancient Rome was strictly monogamous. Until the first century BCE, Manus 

Marriage existed: the man subjugated his wife. Immediately after, Free Marriage was 

installed. Chastity was a pre-requisite for young Roman females. A honourable 

marriage provided women with property, citizenship and children. 

In the upper classes, marriages were arranged for political reasons. The lives of elite 

Roman women were essentially determined by their marriages. Women married to 

powerful politicians could legitimize the position of their sons.  Matrimony involved the 

mater (mother) a married woman able to produce children. Legitimate children 

produced legitimate new citizens. Consortium is the word used for sharing property in 

the context of marriage. In order to legitimate the wedding, the union needed to be 

consent legally and morally. Both parties needed their   father’s   consent. Fathers of 

legitimate children have ‘patria potestas’ a lifelong power over them.  

During the engagement ceremony, the groom gave an iron ring to the wife-to-be. 



 20 

One of the most important aspects of the marriage was the dowry: a contribution 

made by the wife’s family to the husband to cover the expenses of the household. 

The “nuptiae” began with a celebration combining legal, religious and social 

obligations. An animal was sacrificed to honour the gods and to ask for their blessings. 

After the wedding, the bride brought a torch with a procession to her new home where 

the groom received her. She will lit the family’s hearth with this torch. The light 

symbolised the “aquae et ignis communicatio”, the sharing of natural resources. She 

was carried over the threshold by her attendants, not her husband. A bride had ten of 

her friends who dressed similar to her to confuse evil spirits. Marriage was a vital 

institution in ancient Rome: unmarried persons– caelibes – were incapable of taking 

either inheritances or legacies. 

 

ADULTERY 

 

Adultery was a sexual offense committed by a man with a woman who was 

neither his wife nor a permissible partner such as a prostitute or a slave.  

A married man committed adultery mainly when his female partner was another man’s 

wife  or unmarried daughter. 

Adultery was considered a family matter not a serious criminal offense. 

Adultery was sufficient for divorce and if the wife was at fault, the wronged husband 

got to keep a portion of her dowry. A wronged husband was entitled to kill his wife’s 

lover if the man was a slave or infamis. An “infamis” was a person excluded from the 

protection of the law for Roman citizens such as entertainers, actors, dancers, 

prostitutes and gladiators. 

DIVORCE 

 

Divorce was widely accepted. The reasons for any divorce became  

irrelevant. Either spouse could leave the marriage at any time. Property during the 

marriage was kept separate under Roman law and this left only the dowry in common. 

Remarriage was very common in ancient Rome and many men  

and women were usually married at least twice in their lifetimes. 

Roman physicians believed that a woman without sex could get very ill under a 

condition called “hysteric uterine constriction” 

“Concubinage” – contubernium – allowed men to have illegal relationships but without 

repercussions. The “title” of concubine is often found engraved in tombstones. Emperor 

Augustus gave the first legal recognition of concubinage,  

defining this situation as “cohabitation without marital status”. Concubines did not 

receive much protection under the law: they largely relied upon their patrons to 

provide for them. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

Roman attitude toward male nudity differs from those of the Ancient Greeks. Nudity 

had negative connotations: captives at war and slaves for sale were naked. But at the 

same time, the phallus was displayed ubiquitously in the form of a fascine: a magic 

charm thought to guard off malevolent forces.  

Fascine were found widely in Pompeii, especially as wind chimes (tintinnabula) 
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In ancient Rome was socially accepted for a freeborn citizen to have sex  

with female and male partners, as long as he took the penetrative role. Both, women 

and young men were considered normal objects of desire. 

Rome ideals of masculinity were premised on taking an active role on a sexual 

encounter. Rome male sexuality was seen in terms of penetrator-penetrated.  

Allowing himself to be penetrated threatened his liberty as a free citizen as well as his 

sexual integrity. A man who took the ‘receptive’ role was called cinaedus, pathicus, 

exoletus, concubinus, spintria, puer, pullus, pusio,  delicatus, mollis,  tener,  debilis, 

effeminatus and morbosus. This wealth of words for men-men sexual encounters made 

some scholars to think that there was an enormous homosexual ‘subculture” in ancient 

Rome. These scholars believe that in early Imperial period some male couples were 

celebrating traditional marriage rites in the presence of friends.  

Both - Martial and Juvenal - refer to marriage between males    “as something that 

occurs not infrequently”, although they both disapproved it. 

Emperor Nero celebrated two public weddings with men: once taking the role of  

the bride (with Pythagoras) and once taking the role of the groom (with Sporus). In the 

early 3rd. century CE, the emperor Elagabalus also married his male partner. 

Plautus mentions a street known for male prostitutes. 

Julius Caesar liked both – men and women – his political enemies used to say of him: 

“he was every woman’s man and every man’s woman” 

Roman public baths are also referred to as a place to find sexual partners. Juvenal 

states that such men scratched their heads with a finger to identify themselves. 

Emperor Tiberius is regarded as one of the most sexually twisted Roman ruler. In later 

life, he went o stay in Capri: he built himself a sort of “porn centre” 

there young people engaged in orgies with him watching or participating. In his 

swimming pools, young boys were trained to fellate him underwater: the old emperor 

Tiberius called them “his little fishes”.  

In the Imperial era, the passive homosexual behaviour was accompanied by corporal 

punishments because an emotional attachment to a male outside the family 

threatened the authority of the “pater familias” 

A frieze at the Suburban Baths in Pompeii shows a series of 16 sex scenes, including   

same-sex pairings within scenes of group sex. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY IN THE MILITARY 

 

The Roman soldier was expected to show self-discipline in matters of sex. Emperor 

Augustus (27 BCE-14 CE) even prohibited his soldiers from marrying! Sex among fellow 

soldiers violated the Roman rule against sex with another freeborn male. Sexual 

gratification available to soldiers was prostitutes of any gender, male slaves, and war 

prisoners. In his book ‘Bellum Hispaniense’ (War od Spain) Caesar’s mentioned one of 

his officers who had a male concubine.  

 

LESBIANISM 

 

During the Roman Imperial era, same-sex relations among women were abundant. 

Greek writer Lucian (2nd. century CE) refers to female-female sex in Rome: ‘They say 

there are women like that in Lesbos, masculine looking but they don’t want to give up 

for men’. Latin names for lesbians were: tribas, (female homosexual) 

 fricatrix (she who rubs) and virago (a manlike woman). 



 22 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

Prostitution in ancient Rome was legal and licensed. It was regulated not for moral 

reasons as to maximize profit. Caligula inaugurated a tax upon prostitutes: the 

“vectigal ex captures”, by which the emperor was allowed to take a percentage of 

the fee prostitutes charged to their customers. 

Prostitutes had to register with the ‘aediles’. They gave their name and pseudonym 

under which they intended to work: only then they were given a “licentia stupri’ 

Prostitutes were slaves or former slaves or free by birth but relegated to the infames. 

Brothels were regarded as tourist attractions and some were state-owned. They were 

called ‘lupanar’ or fornix, a term meaning vaulted space or cellar. Hairdressers were 

on hand to repair the ravages wrought by frequent amorous encounters and water 

boys (aquarioli) waited by the door with bowls for washing up. 

There were also “high class” prostitutes called ‘meretrix’. Some of them became 

extremely wealthy because they were under the protection of a generous patron. 

The dictator Sulla built his fortune on the wealth left to him by a prostitute in her will. 

It was assumed that actors and dancers were available to provide sex services. In 

Cicero’s time, Cytheris was a courtesan so well educated that she  

became a regular guest for dinner parties at the highest level of Roman society. 

Female prostitutes were the only Roman women who wore the toga. Expensive 

courtesans wore gaudy garments of see-through silk.  Both men and women were 

engaged in prostitution. They could be ‘self-employed’ and rent a room for work or 

they could have a ‘mater’ a euphemism for pimp. 

Over the door of each room was a tablet (titulus) with the name of the  

occupant and her price. The reverse said ‘occupata’ meaning ‘occupied’. But not all 

the prostitutes worked in rooms. Some of them were ‘street-walkers’ and worked at the 

arches under the circus called ‘fornices’ from which ‘fornication’ comes. 

Prostitutes were also found in taverns, inns, lodging houses, and bakeries that played a 

prominent role in Rome’s underworld. 

Emperor Nero set up booths along the banks and shores, full of prostitutes. 

Rape was a crime in ancient Rome but the law only punished the rape of a slave  

if it ‘damaged the goods. Legally, the slave owner could claim for compensation. 

A law of Augustus allowed that a woman guilty of adultery has to be sentenced to 

forced prostitution in state-owned brothels.  

In ancient Rome, prostitutes and married women (matronae) joined together in the 

ritual of cleansing and re-clothing the statue of Fortuna Virilis, located in the Forum. 

Today, on April 23rd. prostitutes still do offerings to Venus Erycina, a goddess associated 

to prostitution. 

 

CONTRACEPTION 

 

Rome was the first city in the ancient world to have a million people by CE 1. It is known 

that Rome had a very low birth rate. This was partly the result of birth control, as well as 

infanticide, miscarriages and sterility caused by lead poison. 

Ancient Rome physicians knew about the difference between contraceptives and 

abortifacient. Even well-educated women believed in magical prescriptions  

such   as   spreading themselves with their own menstruation. 
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Pliny the Old also recommends olive oil as contraceptive and lubricant at the same 

time. Martial – the poet – mentions the use of seawater as spermicide. 

By doing aerobic exercises, horseback riding, jumping and carrying heavy loads 

Roman women thought that they provoked abortion. Abortion was commonplace 

and caused the deaths of large numbers of women. 

If these methods failed, Roman women committed infanticide: newborn babies  

were abandoned to their faith, as Romulus and Remus were by their father. 

Pliny the Younger said that he lived in “an age when even one child is thought a 

burden preventing the rewards of childlessness”. 

A notorious letter, dating from the 1st. century BCE reads:” I am still in Alexandria. ... I 

beg and plead with you to take care of our little child, and as soon as we receive 

wages, I will send them to you. In the meantime, if (good fortune to you!) you give birth, 

if it is a boy, let it live; if it is a girl, expose it.  (Lewis Naphtali, ed. “Papyrus Oxyrhynchus 

744,” Life in Egypt Under Roman Rule (Oxford University Press, 1985), pp. 54) 

Excavations of an ancient sewer under a Roman bathhouse in Ashkelon (Israel) 

revealed the remains of more than 100 infants thought to be unwanted children from 

the brothel. In 1912, Jill Eyers found the skeletons of twelve newborn babies, near 

Hambleton, Buckinghamshire. After analyzing the 1,800-years-old bones she 

concluded that baby girls were not killed more often than baby boys.  

 

INCEST 

 

Roman civil law prohibited marriages within four degrees of consanguinity. Adoption 

was considered the same as affinity: an adoptive father could not marry an 

unemancipated daughter or granddaughter even if the adoption had been dissolved. 

Incestuous unions were discouraged and considered ‘nefas’ (against the laws of gods 

and man)  

The taboo against incest is demonstrated by the fact that politicians would use charges 

of incest (often false charges) as insults and means of political   disenfranchisement.  

Emperor Claudius married Agrippina, daughter of his dead brother Germanicus, on the 

ground that it was for the interest of the State. 

Emperor Caligula lived in incest with all his sisters. Drusilla was his favourite. He took it 

from her legal husband for more fun. He prostituted the others.  

Emperor Nero had sex with his own mother, Agrippina. Later he killed her. 

 

CIRCUMCISION 

 

In the Roman Empire, circumcision was regarded as a barbaric and disgusting custom. 

Emperor Hadrian (117-138) forbade circumcision in an attempt to root out Judaism. 

 

SEX AMONG GODS 

 

There is evidence of various ways in which the divine might impinge on the ethical lives 

of mortal Romans. Roman myths involved flying phalluses, prostitutes, the god Mars and 

divine oracles. Plutarch, in his “Life of Romulus” described how a huge phallus emerged 

from Tarchetius’ hearth and started flying around his house. It was the spirit of Mars and 

the only way to appease the god was to offer him a virgin. 

Tarchetius ordered his daughter to have sex with Mars but she refused. Then, he 

ordered one of his slaves to give her up and from this union Romulus and Remus were 
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born. The legend says that the two brothers - Romulus and Remus - were abandoned 

near the river Tiber expecting them to die but miraculously, the river withdrew and a 

she-wolf came down from the mountains and suckled them. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Ancient Rome is known for its architecture, laws, art that made it an advanced society. 

On the darker side of the ancient Rome are the sexual practices and social norms. 

Rome openly practised sexual acts that are considered taboo in modern  

times, including orgies, homosexuality, incest, prostitution and bestiality. Excess and 

decadence are important aspects of ancient Roman culture. 

Why did the acceptance of the sexual practices of ancient Rome change so 

dramatically? Social norms changed due in part to the practice of Christianity. 

The Christian faith took sexual practices very seriously and created rules and 

boundaries, supposedly from the mouth of God himself. 

 

 
 

 

SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT JAPAN 
 

The single most important thing to remember about Japanese sexuality is that  

they are far more pragmatic about sex than we have ever been in the West. Sex is not 

taboo and Japanese women are not brainwashed into thinking of sex as frightening, 

shameful or humiliating. 

In “Genji Monogatari” (Tale of Gengi) written in 700 CE eroticism is the central part of 

the aesthetic life of the Japanese nobility. Gengi was a prince and all his sexual 

encounters with women are described accurately including a single homosexual 

encounter with one of his lover’s younger brothers. 

In Japan there is no indication that homosexuality was treated in a pejorative way. 

Homosexuality, prostitution, pornography, the tradition of the geisha and countless 

types of fetishism as well as sadomasochism are described in Japanese literature. 

In Japan, sexuality is considerably different from that of China, Korea, India or Europe. 

In Japan, the primary method used to secure social behaviour is the threat of   

ostracism. Japanese society is a “shame society” 

 

MARRIAGE 

‘Marriage is a woman’s grave’ 

OLD JAPANESE SAYING 

 

Sexuality in Japan developed separately from mainland Asia. Monogamy in marriage 

was less prized in Japan and married men often sought pleasure from courtesans. 

Ordinary Japanese rarely had their marriages formalised or had any kind of wedding. 

Once a man began regularly visiting a woman, they were considered married. Until 

the Meiji era in 1868, only samurai families (6%) formalised their marriages. During the 

Heian period (794-1185) marriages were not seen as permanent arrangements.  

Highborn people could generally have several partners during their lifetime.  

Lower class people could not afford to keep more than one wife at a time. 
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Men could also change wives easily if the current one came from a lower social status. 

Men could avoid being “tied down” to wives by not bringing them into their  

ancestral home and not building or maintaining private homes for them. 

In ancient Japan, a marriage was more of a family affair where two households were 

combined. Even the children belonged to the household and not to any of their 

parents. 

In imperial times polygamy was not uncommon and high-ranking aristocrats sent their 

daughters to the palace to be married for political and social reasons. 

Christian Europeans considered Japanese customs immoral. Many of the wives and 

lovers who were no longer in favour became nuns. 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

From the 15th century, Chinese, Koreans and other East Asian visitors frequented 

brothels in Japan. This practice later continued among visitors from “the Western” 

regions, especially Portuguese. They captured young Japanese women and girls who 

were used as sexual slaves on their ships and then taken to other Portuguese colonies 

where they became slaves. 

Later on, European “East India” companies – including the Dutch and the British  

ones – were involved as well in prostitution and sex slavery with Japan women. 

In the early 17th century, there was widespread male and female prostitution 

throughout the cities of   Kyoto, Edo   and Osaka. Yoshiwara was a famous ‘yukaku’  

(pleasure district) in Edo (Tokyo) 

Until 1617, prostitution was completely legal in Japan. On 1617 Tokugawa Shogunate 

issued an order restricting prostitution to certain areas on the outskirts of the cities. 

These “red-light zones” were not implemented for moralistic reasons but for tax reasons. 

These areas soon became self-contained towns, which offered every  

possible entertainment a man might want, entirely run by women. 

Yujo “women of pleasure” were licensed and ranked according to an elaborate 

hierarchy, with ‘oiran’ (courtesans) at the top and brothel girls at the bottom. 

The so-called “oiran” enjoyed her status just as the hetaerae of Ancient Greece and 

the ‘cortigiana’ of Italian Renaissance did. 

They lived separately in the “Flower and Willow World” – as their subculture was called 

– and because of that their traditions remained static and became a ritual. 

Their costumes became more and more ornate and complex. They required a formal 

invitation from clients and would go to see them accompanied by servants. 

Eventually they became so detached from the world of men that in the 18th  

century they were replaced by a new kind of courtesans: the well-known “geishas” 

 

GEISHAS 

 

Geisha are traditional Japanese female entertainers who act as hostesses and whose 

skills include performing various arts such as classical music, dance, and conversation. 

The geisha were simpler versions of the fashion created by the ‘oiran’ and  

tried to remain more approachable by speaking in the vernacular dialect. 

They abandoned the extreme formality and made themselves available to casual visits 

from customers. They became so popular by the late 18th century that they were often 

hired to entertain at banquets and other events outside the walled pleasure district. 
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Laws were created to allow the geisha to work outside the walls on condition that they 

could not offer sexual services while outside. 

By the end of the 19th century geisha were legally distinguished from prostitutes and 

forbidden to sell sex at all…though many continued to do so breaking the law. 

Japanese men are used to go to enjoy a geisha company after work with colleagues 

where they can obtain sexual pleasure and sexual satisfaction outside of the family. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

Historical practices identified by scholars as homosexual ones include: shudo, 

wakashudo, nanshoku and bian (lesbian) 

The Japanese term SHUDO means “the way of adolescent boys”. It is difficult to identify 

homosexual related texts because declaration of affection among same sex friends 

was common in ancient Japan. These ‘declaration of affection” became more 

numerous in the Heian Period (794-1185) 

In the “Tale of Genji” the beauty of young boys often moves men. The “Tale of Genji” 

is a novel but there exist several diaries containing detailed descriptions of homosexual 

intercourse. 

Kagema is a historical Japanese term for young male prostitutes. Kagema were often 

passed off  as  apprentice  ‘kabuki’ actors and catered to a mixed male and female 

clientele. For male clients, the preferred service was anal sex with the client taking the 

active role. The belief that the anus is a centre of sexual energy that can be absorbed 

by the active partner most likely originated within Chinese texts. 

Homosexual fellatio is almost unmentioned in Tokugawa era. Kagema were immensely 

popular with the merchant class and wealthy elite of the Edo era. 

Kagema could be presented as a young man (yaro), young boys about 10 years old 

(wakashudo) or a female impersonator (onnagata).  

There is a historical tradition of open bisexuality and homosexuality among Buddhists 

monks. NANSHOKU relationships inside monasteries were typically pederast: an age-

structured relationship where the older partner or NENJA would be a monk, or an abbot 

and the younger partner was an acolyte. 

Outside of the monasteries, monks were considered to have a particular predilection 

for male prostitutes. From religious circles, same-sex love spread to the warrior (samurai) 

class. Older warriors would take boys as lovers until they came to age.  

This relationship was formalised in a “brotherhood contract” The middle classes 

adopted many of the practices of the warrior class. 

 

SHUNGA 

 

Shunga is a Japanese term for erotic art. Celebrated artists such as Utamaro and 

Hokusai also did frequently tender, funny and beautiful shunga. 

Translated literally, shunga means ‘picture of spring’: spring is a euphemism for sex. 

Examples of shunga range from subtle adult situations to grossly explicit imagery and 

cover an array of subjects and   themes. Shunga originated during the Heian period 

(794-1192 CE) and it was considered a piece of art by the upper classes. 

The Edo era (1603 and 1868) with the advent of woodblock printing allowed for the 

mass production of quality images. Some researchers believe that these shunga were 

used as sexual guidebooks. The erotic prints made a perfect educational gift  

for young people unpractised in the art of pleasure. In the past, it was said that shunga 
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prints brought good luck. Warriors carried the prints convinced they were warded off 

death. 

Shunga were also rumoured to prevent fires. Fire was a constant problem in ancient 

Japan due to the combustible building materials. 

Today we tend to think the obvious, shunga served as a source of self-pleasure. It is no 

coincidence that Edo – a city of bachelors – became the centre of shunga. 

Heterosexual couples represented the norm in shunga, but they weren’t the rule. 

“Nanshoku” or traditional male love was accepted and homoerotic themes were 

common. 

The values promoted in shunga are positive towards sexual pleasure for all participants. 

Shunga is a unique phenomenon in pre-modern world culture, in quantity, quality and 

the nature of art that was produced. During the 20th century, shunga was all but 

removed from popular and scholarly memory and became taboo.  

Have shunga left a legacy? Japan’s modern erotic media –anime, movies, video 

games – would not be socially acceptable or even legal today if it weren’t for the path 

based by Edo era shunga. 

 

SHINTO, BUDDHISM, CONFUCIANISM AND SEXUALITY IN JAPAN 

 

The indigenous Japanese religion known as SHINTO maintained a sex positive attitude. 

Even today, there are religious festivals in which villagers carry an enormous 

 phallus around the fields and crops to make them more fertile and fecund.  

Each spring, in the first week of April, Japan small town of Kawasaki  

celebrates the annual phallus festival called ‘Kanamara Matsuri” 

Japanese myth of creation is not based on sin and guilt but in pleasure: Izanagi (male) 

tells Izanami (female) that… “He would like to take his excessive part and 

 insert it where you are lacking” and from this union sprung the Japanese race. 

Sex was a good thing, a way to procreate, as did the divine ancestors. This believe was 

challenged with the introduction of Buddhism in the 7th century. In Buddhism, desire 

was a   problem, not because it was evil but because of the attachment could cause 

suffering. 

The other problem was that Buddhism is not interested in procreation because it is seen 

as a mechanism whereby beings were chained to a constant round or rebirths. 

Buddhism and Confucianism clashed as well because under Confucian influence, 

the perpetuation of the family line was seen as an obligation to the ancestors. 

Confucius was a Chinese philosopher who lived in China from 551 to 479 BCE. 

Confucianism was introduced in Japan via Korea in the year 285 CE. Some of the its 

most important principles are humanity, loyalty, morality and consideration on an 

individual and political level.  

Japanese Buddhism established that sex “was a good in itself apart from its role in 

procreation”. Japan did not adopt the Confucian view of marriage in which chastity 

was highly valued. 
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SEXUALITY IN THE ANCIENT AMERICAS 

 
MESOAMERICA 

 

 

Codices, colonial chronicles, archaeological pieces and ethnographic data are our 

sources to study the sexual behaviour, customs and traditions among the ancient 

Mesoamericans. The lack of first-hand data leaves anthropologists to infer and guess 

about their customs. 

In ancient Mesoamerica sex had a profound cosmological connotation. Procreator 

deities were patrons of the lustful and dissolute lives: masturbation and homosexual 

behaviour are shown in Mesoamerican ancient illustrations.  

Immediately after the Spaniards arrival, many practices were considered taboo. 

In the 1920’s a collection of “pornographic” Huasteca and Maya objects  

were hidden in the basement of the former National Museum of Mexico. 

According to Alfredo Lopez Austin, “the Maya had a peculiar attitude facing 

eroticism…they believed they were created by lustful deities” 

Among the Nahuas (Mexica) “pleasure was perceived as a divine gift such as food, 

joy, vital force and daily rest. It was a question of moderating the enjoyment of that 

gift”.  

Masturbation of the virile member is one of the most reproduced scenes  

in sculptures, ceramic vessels and cave paintings. They believed semen fertilized the 

soil. In Yucatan Peninsula, where the Maya Toltec civilisation was settled, hundreds of 

erected phalluses were found. They are not in-situ therefore is hard to understand their 

function. Neither intercourse nor masturbation were represented in an explicit way. If a 

woman was represented without earrings or bracelets, she was ready for sex. When a 

female deity was having intercourse, she was called “atan”, spouse.  

The same term is shown in glyphs referring to the wives of the rulers. 

 

MARRIAGE 

 

Murals, pottery and tablets provide information about Mesoamerican traditions  

and everyday life to anthropologists, archaeologists, historians and researchers. 

We know that Maya women had a say in political, economic and social matters. 

Parents arranged Mayan marriages when their children were still young. After puberty 

and the “Descent of Gods” rite of passage the horoscopes were studied in order to 

find a good match. For this purpose, given names were extremely important.  

By the Classic Maya Period (250 CE) there were two different marriage systems: a 

bilateral cross cousin for commoners and a matrilateral cross cousin for royalty. 

First cousins were allowed to marry other relatives on the mother’s side. It was socially 

acceptable that young women were married to older men. 

Maya marriage practices were similar to those of the city-states in early Chinese 

civilisation. 

Aztecs married at later age, during the early twenties. The groom’s parents used a 

professional matchmaker (ah atanzah) who will approach the potential bride’s family 

who then will then decide if they accepted the proposal. Brides were expected to be 

virgins although both sexes were advised to be celibate. The wedding celebrations 

were a four-day event. The wedding was celebrated on the 1st. day. 
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The ceremony took place at the house of the groom’s parents. A fire was lit in the 

hearth and incense was burned as an offering to the gods.  

The groom’s parents will give presents to the bride’s parents (robes and mantles). The 

ritual involved the matchmaker tying up the groom’s cape to the bride’s skirt. The bride 

was covered with red feathers.  

Aztec wedding ceremony took place at night, with a torch-lit procession escorting the 

bride to the groom’s house. The bride was carried on the back of the matchmaker. 

Pregnancy was expected soon. Women were taken care by shamans and midwives. 

If the newborn was a boy, his mother will keep his umbilical cord until he reached 

adulthood and could carry it to a distant battlefield and bury it, far away from home. 

If the newborn was a girl, her umbilical cord will be buried under the family’s hearth. 

In Maya culture, the ceremony was held by a priest and at the bride’s parent’s house. 

Both, woman and man kept their own last name. If the marriage did not work out for 

whatever reason, divorce was simple. 

The Maya treated single people living together as married and those who did not live 

together as single or as divorced. 

 

HOMOSEXUALITY 

 

Spanish chronicles referring to homosexuality must be taken with caution: sodomy as 

well as cannibalism and idolatry were used by the Spanish conquistadors as an excuse 

to justify the conquest. Spanish historian Antonio de Herrera arrived at this conclusion 

as early as 1601. 

Gender in ancient Maya art is ambiguous. The Maya maintained several phallic 

religious cults, possibly involving homosexual temple prostitution. 

The Aztec or Mexica were more conservative and did not accept sexual deviations. 

Aztec law forbade male and female homosexuality as well as adultery. 

They had a dual approach to sex: in their public rituals they will perform erotic 

homosexual rituals but they were extremely prudish in everyday life.  

The Aztecs worshipped Xochiquetzal, who was the goddess of non-procreative  

sexuality and love. Xochiquetzal was female and male at the same time. 

In her male aspect, called Xochipilli, she protected homosexuality and male 

prostitution. 

The Aztec was living under the 5th sun. For them, the 4th sun was “symbol of sodomy and 

perversion…in which the masculine virtues of war and wisdom were forgotten” 

They priced the “manly, assertive behaviour” and gave a stigma on “submissive” 

behaviour. When male prisoners taken in battles were not sacrificed, they became 

“women” …The penalties were severe: sodomy was punished with the gallows, 

impalement for the active and extraction of the entrails through the anus for the 

passive homosexual. 

Lesbians were put to death by garrotte vil. In Tenochtitlan, they hanged homosexuals. 

It seems that the Mexica were as homophobic as the Spaniards. The other 

Mesoamerican cultures were much more tolerant to the point of honouring “Two-Spirit” 

people as their shamans. The “two-spirit” people were considered hermaphrodites, a 

sort of “third sex” and often held spiritual functions. 

Some shamans engaged in homosexual practices with their patients. According to a 

17th century Franciscan friar – Fray Juan de Torquemada – teen-aged males were given 

pubescent boys to serve as partners until marriage. 
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Juan de Torquemada was the leading Franciscan chronicler. He learnt  

Nahuatl and was able to record Aztec traditions from the “source”. 

When the Toltec arrived in Yucatan, they brought more sodomy and public sex. 

In the Chilam Balaam, there are several pages dedicated to insult Toltec’s customs. 

In this book, the Maya accused the Toltec for destroying Maya values” by having 

illegitimate children through their anuses they were incapable to run society”. 

Among the Zapotec, homosexuality was common among males of all ages. 

Like the Mayan, they will marry and have children but they will keep their homosexual 

relations as well. It was common to leave the home after their children were grown and 

move in with another male lover. 

Bartolome de las Casas (a Spanish chronicler) wrote that Maya parents supplied their 

adolescent son with boys to have sex with until marriage but if someone else 

sodomized them, it was rape. 

The Zapotec developed the concept of the third gender (muxe) they were considered 

not female or male, they were different and they still exist among Zapotec society 

today. 

The existence of lesbianism is testified by the Nahuatl word “patlacheh” which  

named a woman carrying masculine activities including penetrating other women. 

 

PROSTITUTION 

 

Some Mayanists believe that in Classic times, female prostitutes were outsiders. 

Gonzalo de Oviedo y Valdes wrote that sex was traded for 10 chocolate beans. 

A key piece of evidence came to light with the discovery of Calakmul murals. These 

murals (circa 7th) century CE and show the erotic beauty of the serving ladies, their 

body paint and their jade jewellery. 

In these beautiful frescoes we can see a woman pouring drinks, while dressed in 

diaphanous clothing that reveals breasts, areola and plump thighs.  

There were certain Mayan goddesses that serviced older deities. They hold up mirrors 

and fans. Prostitutes had a unique make up; they will paint their forehead in bright red 

and wear an elaborate dress.  

According to American archaeologist Michael Coe, females participating in enema 

rituals could have been ladies of pleasure. Aztec prostitutes were called “ahuyani” a 

“flower woman”, someone who gives pleasure. Karl Taube, described some drawings 

from the Florentine Codex depicting young and old harlots standing on water with a 

flower in one hand. 

According to McCafferty (2009:198) “she sells her body…paints her face...her hair falls 

loose”.  Apparently, Aztec “harlots” were used also to comfort sacrificial captives.  

The Mayan/Aztec god Xochipilli was the patron of homosexual prostitutes. Male 

prostitutes were dressed in girl’s clothing and high-ranking men will have intercourse 

with them during some religious festivals and ceremonies. Only female prostitution was 

tolerated. Religious prostitution was widespread and accepted.  

Xochiquetzal was the goddess of sexual power and patroness of prostitutes. She 

represents the sexual power of young women. She is often represented surrounded by 

flowers and butterflies. Her companions are a hummingbird and an ocelote. 

Spanish conquistadors were horrified by the acceptance of homosexuality, 

ephebophilia, pederasty and pedophilia among Mesoamerican cultures. 

These so-called “Christians” forcibly eradicated these customs by using torture, burning 

“sinners” at the stake, having mass beheadings and by other refined methods.  
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SEXUALITY IN ANCIENT PERU 

THE MOCHE CIVILISATION AND THE SACRED RITE OF SEX 

 

 

The Moche flourished on the north coast of Peru between 100 BCE and 800 CE. Moche 

settlements are found along the Lambayeque, Viru, Chicama, Moche,  

Cao and Nepena valleys. The most important centre was the Moche valley, where the 

Huaca del Sol and Huaca de la Luna (Temple of the Sun and Temple of the Moon) are 

found. These pyramids were built from bricks made of mud and straw.  Inside, they still 

show impressive coloured murals along the walls representing the omnipresent Aia-

Paec “The Decapitator” god. The Moche civilisation is also known as the “Mochica” in 

reference to the language called MUCHIK that was spoken when the Spaniards first 

arrived in 1532. The Moche elaborated new technologies in metallurgy, pottery and 

textile production. The Moche left behind thousands of ceramic vessels, which has 

proven to be an invaluable source of knowledge about the daily life of this culture. 

 

MOCHE EROTIC CERAMIC VESSELS 

 

Moche potters were masters of realism by recording a variety of local animals, mythical 

beings and scenes of daily life on their modelled and painted vessels. 

Zoomorphic figures include camelid, deer, felines, foxes, rodents, monkeys, bats, sea 

lions as well as a wide array of birds, fish, shells, arachnids and reptiles. These animals 

are represented realistically, hybridized or anthropomorphized. Corn, squash, tubers 

and beans are common among a great diversity of plants. Nearly all vessels are slip 

painted and bi-chrome, with red decoration on white/cream background. Human 

and anthropomorphic figures, rulers, warriors, prisoners, priests, healers and fanged 

deities are recognizable as well as deformed and skeletal individuals. 

Every day activities were also represented. 

Important individuals are also represented in realistic 3D portrait vessels. According to 

Weismantel (2004, p.495) these vessels depict “lively little figures engaged  

in a … variety of acts involving hands, nipples, genitals, anus, mouth   and tongue” 

But there are also thousands of ceramic vessels depicting masturbation, fellatio and 

anal sex. The scarcity of representations of heterosexual intercourse puzzled 

researchers, who initially interpreted the vessels as portrayals of birth control 

techniques.  

Sometimes, the genitalia is exposed and exaggerated in size as if the potter wanted to 

show/teach something specific. Even the death was represented. These so-called 

“erotic vessels” were found as offerings in Moche burials. 

It was Rafael Larco Hoyle who first studied the iconography of these erotic vessels. He 

was a significant Peruvian archaeologist: the most important museum in Lima 

containing a vast collection of Moche ceramics was named after him. Larco Hoyle’s 

theory was that these vessels were made for teaching purposes. 

The so-called “humorous pottery” are vessels which were made to force the user to 

drink from i.e. an enormous phallus. Vessels with prominent genitals were pierced on 
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the top and had openings in the meatus or in the vulva to force people drinking from 

these holes. 

The “religious vessels” identify Moche totemic gods with sexual pleasures. Kauffmann 

Doig thinks that these vessels were used in fertility ceremonies. Even popcorn toasters 

with exposed genitalia were found in one tomb… Anal coitus scenes are found very 

frequently and investigators like Larco Hoyle and Kauffmann Doig agree that this was 

a way to avoid pregnancy. Almost all vessels representing anal coitus have a woman 

with a child.  

More recent studies have drawn attention to the “erotic vessels” context as funerary 

offering in high-ranking tombs. Pregnancy and birth were also represented. There are 

a great number of vessels portraying fellatio.   Copulation scenes between the god Ai-

Apaec and women are depicted in reliefs. Masturbation scenes depicted people 

(alive or dead) devoted to self- eroticism.  Onanism is well represented. 

Prisoners are always represented naked. Some vessels show men with pustules and a 

flaccid penis: as if they were made to show some sexual disease.  

Circumcised phalluses were also represented. 

There are also bottle-like vessels in which the stirrup-sprout handle is an erect penis with 

a hole specifically made for drinking from it. Sexuality between animals is also 

abundant in Moche ceramics. Only after the Inca conquest, punishment for practising 

sodomy was applied. The Inca civilisation like their counterpart in Mesoamerica, the 

Aztecs, was against “the waste of seeds”, a euphemism for anal sex. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

It is extremely difficult to judge a culture just for their burial’s offerings. The only sources 

we have come from the Spanish chroniclers, who were not impartial. In the XVI century 

Spanish conquistadors were completely confident in their faith. 

Everything they conquered was in the name of Jesus. Even if the conquistadors never 

met the Moche (long disappeared by then) they could visit their temples and talk to 

their descendants without any empathy. Many of the ceramics along with most idols 

were smashed. 

In 1570, Viceroy Toledo and his clerical advisers eliminated masturbation,  

sodomy and the so-called ‘servinacuy’ (a period of trial marriage) by law.   

Fray Domingo de Santo Tomas, a priest and a chronicler wrote: “the   devil introduced 

this perversion as a kind of holiness. Each principal temple had a man or   two   living   

there… Lords   of   high rank in   particular   had carnal obscene copulation with these 

men, almost as a practice of holiness and religion during feasts and important 

ceremonies” …I prefer to leave this to your own judgement and criteria.
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