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How did the founding myth of Rome establish gender norms?  
Trigger warning: this inquiry will use extracts on rape and sexual assault. Although rape can be 
a difficult topic to cover, sadly, much of women’s history does involve sexual violence. It is 
important for teachers to be mindful of any students that may be triggered by discussions on 
sexual violence and ensuring the wellbeing and comfort of the student takes priority. This may 
mean opting for a different lesson plan.  
 
It is also important for students to feel safe and comfortable in the classroom to critically think 
about these sources. Acknowledge any discomfort with this topic and push students to approach 
these sources analytically and also thoughtfully. Tackling such challenging topics can be 
intimidating, but also incredibly rewarding.  
 
In this inquiry students will analyze extracts and depictions of the Roman founding myth. Students will 
debate  what these founding myths say about perceptions of gender in ancient Roman society and how they 
might have established gender norms.  
 
This activity would work well as a think, pair, and share.   
 
Overview: Rome’s Founding Myth 
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Document A: The rape of Rhea Silvia by Mars.  
This story is from the History of Rome, a text dating to around 29 BCE. The story follows Amulius’  
attempts to secure his power after overthrowing his brother and the rescue of Romulus and Remus by a 
she-wolf.  
 

Amulius drove out his brother and ruled in his stead. Adding crime to crime, he destroyed 
Numitor's male issue; and Rhea Silvia, his brother's daughter, he appointed a Vestal under 
pretense of honouring her, and by consigning her to perpetual virginity, deprived her of the hope 
of children. But the Fates were resolved, as I suppose, upon the founding of this great City, and 
the beginning of the mightiest of empires, next after that of Heaven. The Vestal was ravished, and 
having given birth to twin sons, named Mars as the father of her doubtful offspring, whether 
actually so believing, or because it seemed less wrong if a god were the author of her fault. But 
neither gods nor men protected the mother herself or her babes from the king's cruelty; the 
priestess he ordered to be manacled and cast into prison, the children to be committed to the river.  
It happened by singular good fortune that the Tiber having spread beyond its banks into stagnant 
pools afforded nowhere any access to the regular channel of the river, and the men who brought 
the twins were led to hope that being infants they might be drowned, no matter how sluggish the 
stream. So they made shift to discharge the king’s command, by exposing the babes at the nearest 
point of the overflow, where the fig-tree Ruminalis—formerly, they say, called Romularis—now 
stands. In those days this was a wild and uninhabited region. The story persists that when the 
floating basket in which the children had been exposed was left high and dry by the receding 
water, a she-wolf, coming down out of the surrounding hills to slake her thirst, turned her steps 
towards the cry of the infants, and with her teats gave them suck so gently, that the keeper of the 
royal flock found her licking them with her tongue.  
Livy, History of Rome, Book 1. Chapter 4. Translation by Foster. B. O (1919)  London: Loeb Classical 

Library.  
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Document B: The rape of Rhea Silvia by Mars.  
The Mattei is an ancient Roman sarcophagus on display at the Palazzo Mattei in Rome. It displays scenes 
of the founding of Rome including the rape of Rhea Silvia by Mars. Try to identify Rhea Silvia in the 
foreground and Mars towering over her in heroic nakedness and military attributes. Also pictured are 
Hymen, (the god of marriage, feasts and the wedding night), Tellus (the patroness of fertility and growth) 
and other ambiguous figures.  

 
Dall Orto, G ( 2008) Sarcofago Mattei.. [online] Commons.wikimedia.org. Available at: 

<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:0453_-_Roma,_Museo_d._civilt%C3%A0_romana_-
_Sarcofago_Mattei_Foto_Giovanni_Dall%27Orto,_12-Apr-2008.jpg> [Accessed 28 September 
2022]. 

 
How do Documents A and B differ in their understanding of the Rape of Rhea Silvia tale? 

Document A Document B 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Questions for Analysis: 
 

1. How are women depicted in both sources? 
 
 

2. Why would those buried in the sarcophagus depicted in ‘Document B’ want to be 
remembered as Rhea Silvia and Mars? What could this tell us about perceptions of the 
pair?  

 
3. What is the significance of Hymen and Tellus also being depicted in ‘Document B’? 
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Document C: Romulus and Remus 
This Roman mosaic is from the Apamea, in modern day Syria. The mosaic depicts Romulus and Remus 
after being saved by a she-wolf.  

 
LIBRARY, SCIENCE PHOTO. Remus and Romulus, roman mosaic - stock image - C027/4138, 
Science Photo Library. Available at: https://www.sciencephoto.com/media/699509/view/remus-
and-romulus-roman-mosaic (Accessed: October 18, 2022).  

 
 
Document D: Mary Beard SPQR 
Mary Beard is a Classicist historian. 

Titus Livy, or ‘Livy,’ as he is better known, [wrote] his own history of Rome from its 
beginning, originally in 142 ‘books’- a vast project, even though an ancient book amounted to 
what fitted onto a roll of papyrus and is closer to the length of a modern chapter… [Livy] came 
from Patavium (Padua), in the north of Italy, [and] began writing his compendium of Roman 
history in the 20s BCE… Inevitably the story of Romulus and Remus features prominently in his 
first book… Livy starts with the twins… 

Livy was one of those Roman skeptics who tried to rationalize the tale. The Latin word 
for ‘wolf’ (lupa) was also used as a colloquial term for ‘prostitute’ (lupanare was one standard 
term for ‘brothel’). Could it be that a local whore rather than a local wild beast had found and 
tended to the twins? 

Whatever the identity of the lupa, a kindly herdsman or shepherd found the boys and 
took them in. Was his wife the prostitute? Livy wondered.  
 
Beard, Mary. SPQR: A History of Ancient Rome. New York, Liveright Publishing Corporation, 2015. 
 
Questions for Analysis 
 

1. How do Documents A and B differ in their understanding of the Romulus and Remus 
tale?   



Hanna McNulty 
Dr. Bonnie Rock-McCutcheon 

Remedial Herstory 
Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 

 

 
	

6 

Document E: The abduction of the Sabine women 
Another story from Livy’s History of Rome, this text details the abduction of the Sabine women. Play close 
attention to the mention of marriage rites and the way women are described.  
 

When the hour for the games had come, and their eyes and minds were alike riveted on 
the spectacle before them, the preconcerted signal was given and the Roman youth dashed in all 
directions to carry off the maidens who were present. The larger part were carried off 
indiscriminately, but some particularly beautiful girls who had been marked out for the leading 
patricians were carried to their houses by plebeians told off for the task. One, conspicuous amongst 
them all for grace and beauty, is reported to have been carried off by a group led by a certain 
Talassius, and to the many inquiries as to whom she was intended for, the invariable answer was 
given, ‘For Talassius.’ Hence the use of this word in the marriage rites. Alarm and consternation 
broke up the games, and the parents of the maidens fled, distracted with grief, uttering bitter 
reproaches on the violators of the laws of hospitality and appealing to the god to whose solemn 
games they had come, only to be the victims of impious perfidy.   

The abducted maidens were quite as despondent and indignant. Romulus, however, went 
round in person, and pointed out to them that it was all owing to the pride of their parents in 
denying right of intermarriage to their neighbours. They would live in honourable wedlock, and 
share all their property and civil rights, and —dearest of all to human nature-would be the mothers 
of freemen. He begged them to lay aside their feelings of resentment and give their affections to 
those whom fortune had made masters of their persons. An injury had often led to reconciliation 
and love; they would find their husbands all the more affectionate because each would do his 
utmost, so far as in him lay to make up for the loss of parents and country. These arguments were 
reinforced by the endearments of their husbands who excused their conduct by pleading the 
irresistible force of their passion —a plea effective beyond all others in appealing to a woman's 
nature.  
 
Livy, History of Rome, Book 1. Chapter 9. Translation by Foster. B. O (1919)  London: Loeb Classical 

Library.  
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Document F: The abduction of the Sabine women 
This short extract is from Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and also refers to the abduction of the Sabine women in 
more sexual terms..  
 

You were the first, Romulus, to disturb the games, when the rape of the Sabine women 
gave pleasure to wifeless men.   
 
Ovid. Ars Amatoria, Book 1. 101-102. Translation by Brown. R (1995)  ‘Livy’s Sabine Women and the 

Ideal of Concordia’ In Transactions of the Americal Philological Association (1974-2014), Vol. 
125, pp. 291-319. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press.	

 
Questions for Analysis 
 

1. Document E describes how the abduction of the Sabine women was mentioned in ancient 
marriage rites. Why is this significant? What does this tell us about how this founding 
myth established gender norms? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Using Document E and Document F, discuss how Livy and Ovid may have viewed the 
myth differently?  
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Document G: The intervention of the Sabine women 
Our final extract from Livy’s History of Rome describes how the Sabine women intervened in the war and 
called for peace.  
 

They went boldly into the midst of the flying missiles with disheveled hair and rent 
garments. Running across the space between the two armies they tried to stop any further fighting 
and calm the excited passions by appealing to their fathers in the one army and their husbands in 
the other not to bring upon themselves a curse by staining their hands with the blood of a father-
in-law or a son-in-law, nor upon their posterity the taint of parricide. "If," they cried, "you are 
weary of these ties of kindred, these marriage-bonds, then turn your anger upon us; it is we who 
are the cause of the war, it is we who have wounded and slain our husbands and fathers. Better 
for us to perish rather than live without one or the other of you, as widows or as orphans."  
 

Livy, History of Rome, Book 1. Chapter 13. Translation by Foster. B. O (1919)  London: Loeb 
Classical Library.  

 
Document H: The intervention of the Sabine women 
This is a painting by the French artist, Jacques-Louis David from the 18th century. The piece is an 
interpretation of the intervention of the Sabine women. Hersilla, the wife of Romulus, is pictured in the 
center of the scene. The artist is said to have painted a piece for his wife to show the triumph of love over 
conflict.  

 
  
Dall Orto, G., 2008. Museo d. civiltà romana - Sarcofago Mattei.. Avalible at: Commons.wikimedia.org. 

<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:0453_-_Roma,_Museo_d._civilt%C3%A0_romana_-
_Sarcofago_Mattei_Foto_Giovanni_Dall%27Orto,_12-Apr-2008.jpg> [Accessed 28 September 
2022]. 
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Questions for Analysis 
 

1. What is the significance of the speech made by the Sabine women in Document G? 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How is gender represented in Document H? 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How do women in Document G and Document H compare to the representation of 
women in the previous sources?  
 

 


