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Abstract 

Krönström, T. 2020. Forever young. A study of the correspondence between sculptures of 
Aphrodite and Venus and the female physical ideal in ancient literature. 

Krönström, T. 2020. För evigt ung. En studie över hur skulpturer av Afrodite och Venus och de 
textuella antika fysiska kvinnoidealen överensstämmer. 

 

This study aims to explore how the goddesses of beauty Aphrodite and Venus were portrayed 
in sculpture in comparison to physical beauty, as attested in ancient texts. The study uses 
iconography and iconology to analyse the sculptures and semiotics to analyse the ancient texts. 
In this study measurements were taken of Aphrodite and Venus sculptures at Berlin’s plaster 
museum (Abguss-Sammlung Antiker Plastik). The measurements were taken in order to 
compare the results from the ancient texts. In this study, 11 sculptures are analysed and 
compared to ancient texts from five different periods (700-400 BC, 400-1 BC, 1-200 AD, 200-
500 AD and unknown dates). The sculptures and the ancient texts are then compared to each 
other and then compared with modern studies about nakedness, physical appearance and beauty 
during antiquity. The results conclude that it is difficult to specify exact beauty ideals, but the 
study shows that women should be curvy, white and rosy, have firm breast and a lovely face, 
and that the sculptures follow that beauty ideal closely.  
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1. Introduction and aims 

Probably more ancient sculptures of the nude Aphrodite and Venus survive than of any other 
divinity.1 Aphrodite and Venus are in many cases portrayed nude, something which is unusual 
for female sculptures. This nudity can give us an insight into how people during antiquity saw 
the human female body and what they thought the beauty goddesses should look like, and by 
extension what beauty was for them.  

This study aims to explore how the goddesses of beauty, Aphrodite and Venus, were 
portrayed in sculpture in comparison to physical beauty, as attested in ancient texts. In order to 
achieve this the study will be executed in three steps. Firstly, measurements and observations 
of surviving Aphrodite and Venus sculptures will be acquired in order to get empirical data. 
Secondly, it will be explored how physical beauty of women was described in literary sources, 
elucidating beauty standards. Beauty in this study will be found using key words about physical 
appearance and if the passages react positively to an attribute it will be included in this study. 
Thirdly, the iconographic descriptions and empirical evidence will be compared. This study 
also plans to use the results together with what modern scholar have put forth about ancient 
sculpture, nudity and beauty. The aim is to achieve an understanding of how physical beauty 
was portrayed and viewed in ancient sculptures of Aphrodite and Venus. The theories that will 
be used in this study are iconography and iconology for the sculptures, and semiotics for the 
texts. 

This study aims to contribute to the research of female sculptures, both to understand beauty 
standards in antiquity, and to see if and how these beauty standards may have been used in 
sculptures. With this, is it possible to get a better understanding of how sculptures were made 
to convey feelings and thoughts to the people in antiquity? In extension can this possibly be 
used to get a clearer picture of ancient people’s worldview and values? This study can also be 
used to highlight the connection between goddesses and mortal women and how women may 
have been affected by appearances of sculptures. The disposition of this study is as follows: 
Chapter 1 includes method (1.1.), a section about copies (1.1.1.), theory (1.2.) previous research 
(1.3.) and gives a short mythological background (1.4.). Chapter 2 examines sculptures. Chapter 
3 uses literary source to elude beauty ideals. Chapter 4 discusses the results of Chapter 2 and 3 
from a variety of different angles and includes modern scholars’ thoughts of the subject. The 
disposition of this Chapter is as follows: beauty (4.1.), art and nudity (4.2.), sculpture (4.3.), 
colour and hair (4.4.), comparison of the empirical material (4.5.) and a case study (4.6.). The 
last Chapter, 5 consists of the conclusion.  

1.1. Method  

The section consists of three parts. Part one focuses on the source material (sculpture and texts) 
and how this is gathered. Part two explains how this source material is used in the study. Part 
three explains how the study compares the results with what modern scholars have been putting 
forward about the subject. 

The material collection consists of two distinct parts: sculpture (Chapter 2) and ancient 
texts (Chapter 3). The first body of evidence is formed by a selection of free-standing types of 
Aphrodite and Venus sculptures. Generally, are all sculptures plaster copies of Roman 
reproductions, but this will be nuanced in respective sculpture. The sculptures range from the 

 
1 Havelock, 1995, 1. 
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presumably first nude female sculpture made by Praxiteles (The Aphrodite of Knidos c. 350 
BC) to the late Roman age. One exception is made as this study uses a sculpture made c. 410 
BC (Frejus) but she is, unlike the others, fully clothed. As the measurements needed for the 
study are rarely, if ever, published, I spent 21-22 of February 2019 at the Abguss-Sammlung 
Antiker Plastik in Berlin collecting the relevant data.2 In this museum there are copies of ancient 
sculptures and the measurements were taken on them. The sculptures featured in this study are 
the twelve sculptures of Aphrodite and Venus that make up the museums entire collection of 
this kind of sculpture. The following measurements were taken: height, the circumference of 
the breasts (bust), hips, waist, and buttocks, the width of the shoulders and the length of their 
feet (see Figs. 1 & 2). This aims to provide an average proportion for the sculptures. The study 
uses iconography and iconology to describe and interpret the sculptures (Chapter 2). The 
descriptions in this study describe their appearance and how their body is sculpted with focus 
on the area where the measurements were taken. 
 

 

Figs. 1 & 2 Wikipedia commons and edited by Tobias Krönström. (The pictures show where on the 

sculptures measurements were taken). 

 

The second body of evidence consists of the literary testimony. In order to explore this, digital 
searches were made in Loeb Classical Library. The following keywords were used: beauty, 
breasts, buttocks, hips, waist, Aphrodite, and Venus. These keywords were chosen because they 
bring the clearest results of what kind of body shape and proportions were desired. Other 
keywords (for example nipple, butt) have been excluded because they did not bring significant 
results that could help this study. I used the words Venus and Aphrodite to find general 
descriptions of the goddesses. The keyword “beautiful” was not included as preliminary 

 
2 All photographs in this study is from Abguss-Sammlung Antiker Plastik in Berlin and taken by Tobias 

Krönström unless otherwise stated. 



 

7 
 

searches indicated that it had thousands of hits, only a fraction of which contributed to this 
study. Finally, when using the literary evidence, it is important to consider that it was produced 
by the elite and does probably not reflect the beauty ideals of the entire population. It is 
important to understand that basically all text used for this study was written by men, and 
therefore show men’s view of ancient beauty standards. That notion should be present 
throughout the study. 

This study will use semiotics to explore and interpret the literary sources (Chapter 3). Are 
there parts of the statues that follow certain ideals and other parts that do not? Aphrodite and 
Venus are the goddesses of beauty (among other things), and if they do not follow the beauty 
ideals, what are the beauty ideals? Are the ideals only subjective or are there any objective traits 
you can see in the literary source and in the statues? And if there are, which ones are they?  

Finally, the third part of this study (Chapter 4) will discuss the result of the measurements 
of the sculptures, the iconographical and iconological analysis and the result of the textual 
sources. The study will in the same Chapter also take into account what modern scholars claim 
about the subject of beauty, sculpture and nakedness. The present study will base the 
conclusions on the outcome of this discussion.  

1.1.1. Copies – A Historical Overview  

Copies of sculptures are central to this study because of the loss of the originals. However, 
using Roman copies poses challenges. Are these copies unique or are they copies of Greek 
statues, and if they are, are they exact copies or Roman renderings of that specific statue? Julia 
Habetzeder states that the Roman visual culture was built mainly, but not always, upon 
repetition.3  

The Roman period was by Johann Joachim Winkelmann described as one of imitators of 
earlier achievements.4 As the study of the Classical and Hellenistic sculptures were refined 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, it became evident that the sculptures were not always exact 
copies, but that Roman craftsmen made variants of existing sculptures. This was the central 
notion of Georg Lippolds work Kopien und Umbildung griechischer Statuen (1923).5 Miranda 
Marvin (2008) made the assumption that Roman sculptures should be seen and understood as 
products of Roman taste and culture, when studying Roman sculptures representing 
mythological figures, and examining if their motifs are primarily seen as copies of earlier works. 
Yet, it is still assumed by scholars who subscribe to the theory of Kopienkritik that in Roman 
times exact copies were preferred over a sculpture that altered the earlier model.6  

The sculpture found in Olympia called Hermes carrying the infant Dionysus is a good 
example of the complexity around originals and copies. It is believed to be the only remaining 
original sculpture made by the famous artist Praxiteles, while all other sculptures credited to 
him are Roman copies. Our knowledge of Praxiteles’ own originals thus rests on this sculpture. 
This view was seriously threatened by Carl Blümel who in 19277 put forward the theory that 
the Hermes sculpture was actually a Roman copy due in part to the chisel-technique used on 
the sculpture, which Blümel meant was not in use until Roman imperial times. He later put 
forward a summarised critic of eight points why this sculpture is not an original. Since then 
scholars have been divided into two camps, those who are for and against this opinion. There 
is, however, a third option that states that the group is an original, damaged by some catastrophe, 
and renovated in Imperial Roman times.8 Even though this sculpture has been studied many 
times we still cannot say with certainty if it is a copy or an original. This example shows how 
hard it is to separate an original from a Roman copy, and even though this sculpture is 
extensively studied scholars have still not come to a consensus. This example also shows that 

 
3 Habetzeder 2012, 18f. 
4 Winkelmann 1764, 291-302. 
5 Lippold 1923, 206. 
6 Marvin 2008.  
7 Blümel 1927. 
8 Antonsson 1937, 15f, 192. 
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Roman copies can be as good as the originals, so good that they cannot always be separated 
from original sculptures. This is part of the complexities you face when working with copies.  

According to scholars, during Roman times there were at least some plaster “libraries” 
which held a lot of casts that worked as a workshop for copies. There they produced many 
plaster copies instead of making copies from marble sculptures. They would first make copies 
from plaster (if the casts were taken from the original) because they are cheaper and easier to 
produce and transport, thereafter they could, if desired, make another marble copy.9  

Christa Landwehr writes about the uniqueness of Roman copies and explain that making 
plaster and marble copies took a tremendous amount of time (400 man-hours for plaster and 
2200 man-hours for marble) and how that made a marble sculpture a costly work of art. It would 
have been cheaper and faster for an artist to make a marble sculpture without the constraint of 
fidelity to the original (1800 man-hours). She makes an example that the sculpture Aphrodite 
Borghese was a popular copy because you could just change the head to any noble lady, and 
the more copies you would make, the better return on your investment on the cast.10  

Even though the desire was to have identical copies (which, according to Landwehr, they 
were able to make), the copies always became a little different, depending on the artist’s 
personal style when it came to details. Landwehr shows an example when it comes to breasts 
on the Sciarra Amazon where the nipple is in various levels of visibility (or there at all) 
depending on who made the copy.11 The main argument of Landwehr is that even though the 
Romans used expensive and complicated techniques to make full scale copies of Greek and 
even Roman masterpieces, they made sure that the sculptures bore a mark of their own era.12  

There are some benefits for this study of using modern plaster copies: the three-
dimensionality and they are often generally faithful to the original.13 The English scholar Axel 
Potts has claimed that older casts actually are a in better state then the original sculptures today, 
due to the wear they have endured over the years. Some details that are visible on the copies 
are no longer visible on the originals.14 Rune Frederiksen argue that plaster casts had a huge 
impact on the spread of Greek original artwork, such as reliefs, statues and architectural 
decoration. He means that without plaster casts there would not have been a massive spread of 
Greek art in the Roman culture.15 

Based on the above, in this study copies are not considered exactly faithful to their original 
counterparts. I subscribe to Christa Landwehr’s theory that each artist has made copies with 
their own special twist on the details. Yet I hold that the sculpture in general, and the proportions 
in particular, are comparable to the original. Therefore, I conclude that the measurements that 
this study will investigate are comparable.  
 

1.2.  Theory  

This study uses aspects of three different theoretical approaches: iconography, iconology, and 
semiotics, all with their special purposes for different parts of the study. Iconography will be 
used to describe the sculptures’ motifs. Iconology will serve to elucidate those motifs into 
something understandable, interpret what those motifs mean. Both ideas originate from the 
same theory, but iconology is the refined state of iconography. These theories are a concise way 
to describe and analyse sculptures. Finally, semiotics will enable an understanding of the 
ancient texts. The approaches will be explored further in the following sections.  

 
9 Frederiksen 2010, 20f.  
10 Landwehr 2010, 37f. 
11 Landwehr 2010, 39ff. 
12 Landwehr 2010, 45. 
13 Söderlind 1999, 28. 
14 Potts 1994; Söderlind 1999, 205. 
15 Frederiksen 2010, 25. 
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1.2.1. Iconography  

Iconography is a field within art history which aims to answer the question: What is the theme 
or subject of this work of art?16 Iconography and iconology are often used interchangeably in 
scholarship. This is largely because iconography in the most basic form consists of three steps 
(see below) and the last of those steps is often wrongly called iconology, 17 This study will use 
iconography when describing the sculptures, and in the final analysis it will use iconology to 
try to get an understanding of what the sculptures are representing and what they show us. 

Iconography derives from the Greek words eikon and graphein. Eikon means “image” and 
graphein means “writing”. Iconography implies a purely descriptive, often even statistical 
method. Iconography is a description and a classification of images, much like biology which 
describes and classifies different species.  

The first step of iconography, according to Erwin Panofsky (the father of iconography) is 
“primary or natural subject matter” and then subdivided into factual and expressional.18 This 
step is by Roelof Van Straten called “pre-iconographical description”. The aim is to identify 
everything there is to see, such as configuration, line, colour, particularly shaped lumps of 
bronze or stone as representations of natural objects such as animals, humans, plants, houses 
etc., and finding their expression through a pose or a gesture or an atmosphere. This is done to 
produce a meaning out of this world of forms. This is called artistic motifs, and an enumeration 
of these motifs, a description of the work of art.19  

The second step is called “secondary or conventional subject matter” according to 
Panofsky.20 Van Straten calls it “iconographical description”, and it serves to recognize and 
realise that these motifs together form representations of persons, events or something that you 
as the viewer can see. By doing this we connect artistic motifs (compositions) with themes or 
concepts. These motifs, which carry a secondary meaning, can be called images, and a 
combination of these images we like to call stories. These images or stories is normally referred 
to as “iconography”. The third step of iconography is called “intrinsic meaning or content”.21 
That step will not be used in this study, iconology will be used instead and explored in section 
1.2.2.  

Another subject that Van Straten also thinks is a part of the iconographic analysis is 
personifications and attributes. Van Straten claims that a personification can represent an 
abstract idea or concept, they can even have distinctive physical traits. Van Straten uses 
Aphrodite as an example. She stands for fertility and love and Van Straten mean that these 
personifications almost always have objects accompanying them. These ornaments are called 
attributes and have special meaning that will enhance the message the artwork tries to convey.22 

Van Straten means that some parts of Panofsky’s theories are unclear and put forward that 
this unclearness has led to the confusion between iconography and iconology in art-historian 
terminology. He continues by saying that some think that these two are interchangeable. Van 
Straten also points out that iconography is not a comprehensive method for studying art. It does 
not regard stylistic differences, which according to Van Straten is an important part to 
understand artworks.23  

1.2.2. Iconology 

Iconology is an established theory when it comes to ancient art.24 The theory is simply explained 

 
16 Van Straten 2000, 3. 
17 Van Straten 2000, 17f. 
18 Panofsky 1961, 28. 
19 Van Straten 2000, 3f. 
20 Panofsky 1961, 29f. 
21 Van Straten 2000, 4. 
22 Van Straten 2000, 25f. 
23 Van Straten 2000, 18f.  
24 Lorentz 2016, 19. 
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as reading visual images as historical documents.25 Iconology is the study of icons like pictures, 
images or likenesses. Iconology does not only analyse the function of images in allegory and 
symbolism but also study the fundamental codes that make iconic, representation and 
communication possible.26 Iconology is easy to confuse with iconography, mainly because 
iconography’s third stage is similar to iconology, where you analyse what the artistic motifs 
mean.27 Most important, as indicated by the suffix “logy” from the Greek word logos (“thought” 
or “reason”), iconology is interpretative.28  

In this study iconology is used in to try to understand the view of beauty of the producers 
of the sculptures, and to explore how they saw the world. In particular, the theory is used to 
elucidate how they saw beauty. The aim of iconology is to merge but also to find resistance to 
language and imagery.29 

The first person who sketched out iconology was Panofsky. He assumed that artworks are 
not just isolated showcases but can also help us to get a better understanding of the cultures that 
create them. This is because there exists an intimate relationship between an artwork and the 
period in which it is created. Consequently, the fundamental idea is that all objects that surround 
us, including art, can give us unique insights into the human mind and the world view, in the 
culture that produced them.30  

But Panofsky’s iconology goes further, as it states that artworks better than other cultural 
products can portrait the mind’s exploration of reality, showing how the mind organises and 
conceptualises the world. This study will not go to quite that extent. But from an iconological 
point of view it could be argued that studying works of art will let us trace the working of minds 
within that specific historical setting.31 I hope this study will let us be able to do just that in 
terms of beauty.  

 There have been many more scholars with their own aspect of iconology, but for the most 
part they agree with and build on Panofsky’s ideas.  

As already stated, this study will analyse the sculptures and try to understand what criteria 
were used when they carved these goddesses of beauty, how they envisioned beauty and how 
that is represented in the sculptures.  

1.2.3. Semiotics 

According to Søren Kjørup, the father of semiotics is John Locke (1632–1704).32 Semiotics 
lacks the search for one irrefutable truth and is more concerned with individual perceptions. It 
is exploring how understanding an object is a reciprocal process between the object and the 
recipient. The central meaning of semiotics is that there is no “priori”. Therefore, the method is 
not interested in the meaning, but the process of its creation and in the possibility of a more 
general meaning. One of semiotics’ objectives is to study conventionally communicated 
systems, such as language, pictures or any other compilation of signs carrying content. These 
systems are studied to look at the relationship of the object and how the recipient could find 
connotations from it.33 

Semiotics will be used here to interpret the ancient texts, and in contrast to iconology, 
semiotics can exist without reference to the original cultural context. In semiotics meaning is 

 
25 Lorentz 2016, 19f. 
26 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, s.v. Iconology (extracted 04-10-19). 
27 Lorentz 2016, 23. 
28 Panofsky 1961, 32. 
29 The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics: Fourth Edition, s.v. Iconology (extracted 04-10-19). 
30 Lorentz 2016, 20.  
31 Lorentz 2016, 20. 
32 Kjørup 2004, 9. 
33 Lorentz 2016, 103ff; Kjørup 2004, 24. There has been criticism against semiotics and its applicability in art 

history since the method was originally developed for the study of text, as seen in Lorentz (2016). This criticism 

against semiotics and its applicability will probably not affect the study since the study will use semiotics only to 

interpret the literary sources.  
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derived from objects, signs and connotation. This kind of interpretation gives semiotics two 
characteristics. First, cultural utterances e.g. oral, textual, or visual, are studied not in isolation, 
but in reciprocal relationships of meaning production. Second, in semiotics it is assumed that 
cultural utterances can be understood only from the recipient’s perspective, not from that of the 
originator. The intentions from the sender are secondary. The important thing is what is sent 
and how it is turned into meaning by the listener, reader or viewer.34 Because we cannot ever 
know exactly what the originator meant, we have to rely on our own interpretation of their 
works, and that is the core of semiotics. In this case, it means interpreting the ancient authors’ 
texts.  

With its interest in meaning production in the broadest sense, semiotics is not restricted to 
visual artefacts, which makes it ideal for meditation between different media, genres and types 
of content.35 Kjørup explains in his book Semotik that semiotics in a broad sense means to 
interpret signs and that that in itself is not very hard but have to have insight in the context the 
sign was produced. Kjørup also points out that definitions of words can vary depending on 
culture, which mean that the same word can have different meanings in different cultures. 36 
That is something to take into consideration when reading translations of ancient texts. 

Katharina Lorentz suggests that a strength of semiotics is its ability to differentiate in a 
meaningful way between forms of stylistic appearance. She also means that one of the most 
crucial things is that semiotics can enable an exploration of the connection between the 
individual elements of an installation. Lorentz says that iconology and iconographic produces 
an understanding about the narrative structures of sources from external attributes, this while 
semiotics draws out that understanding from within the source itself. 37 To me means that 
semiotics is a good complement to iconology and iconography. Kjørup also connects semiotics 
with iconography and iconology and says that they are in a pictogramic system that is a branch 
of semiotics.38 

I will use semiotics extensively on my literary sources. I will interpret the texts and see if 
their descriptions make some correspondence with the sculptures.  

1.2.4 Summary  

In conclusion this study will use iconography to identify and describe the sculptures with their 
shape, colour, form and other artistic motifs. Following this, it is also used to establish if there 
are any themes or concepts of the sculptures. Secondly, the study will use iconology to see if it 
is possible to go beyond just the sculptures and find an understanding about the culture and 
minds of those who created this. Are there any hidden messages or alternative meanings to the 
sculptures? If that is the case what can they tell us? For the ancient textual sources the study 
will use semiotics to interpret the text and how they form a relationship with the sculptures, 
looking into what the texts are saying and how that is transformed into the shaping of the 
sculptures? 

1.3.  Previous Research  

This section, Previous research will be divided into two parts. In the first part it will be discussed 
how research on sculptures has developed, and the second part looks at how research of beauty 
ideals has advanced, as those are the two pillars this study is based on.  

When discussing sculptures, one cannot ignore Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68). 
He is one of the fathers of academic works of ancient sculptures. He wrote the influential book 

 
34 Lorentz 2016, 105.  
35 Lorentz 2016, 106. 
36 Kjørup 2004, 12, 20. 
37 Lorentz 2016, 153f.  
38 Kjørup 2004, 78f. 
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History of the Art of Antiquity.39 He became somewhat of a European celebrity after his 
publication of the essay Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture 
(1755), although he never went to Greece.40  

There are numerous publications talking about sculptures made during antiquity, but many 
of them still get inspired, influenced, or rely on the research done by Winckelmann. Michael 
Hatt writes that Winkelmann had a notion that Greek sculptures were supposed to be white. 
Winkelmann thought that sculptures from antiquity were white because the focus was supposed 
to be on form, an elevated art form in Winkelmann’s view. That notion has been challenged by 
scholars from the nineteenth century, when evidence of Greek polychromy was found.41 Many 
scholars have since then done their own research on sculptures, and while there are too many 
to mention here, I will present some of the more important sources used in this study. The main 
modern source is Christine Havelock, and her work The Aphrodite of Knidos and Her 
Successors (1995). Her research is the closest this study has found that could give some 
previous insight into this specific field. Although she does not write a lot about beauty, she 
analyses several sculptures featuring in this study iconographically. Her research focuses 
mostly on the Aphrodite of Knidos, but she also provides an overview and analysis of several 
other sculptures. 42 Christopher Hallett and his book The Roman Nude (2005) will be used in 
regards to the Roman view on sculptures and nudity.43 Sheila Dillon’s book The Female 
Portrait Statue in the Greek World (2010) discusses female sculpture, however not divine or 
nude sculptures, because Dillon means that those are Roman inventions and she is focussed on 
Greek sculptures.44 

Concerning previous research on beauty, I found that women’s physical beauty is a rather 
unexplored field. Some books mention some beauty ideals here and there, but those beauty 
ideals are never challenged by another scholar, and the beauty ideals of women are never 
extensively studied. Johan Flemberg wrote Venus Armata: Studien zur bewaffneten Aphrodite 
in der griechisch-römischen Kunst (1991) which explores the armed Aphrodite and Venus. This 
book includes measurements of sculptures, however not the same measurements that this study 
will use.45 To find the beauty ideals of antiquity I will extensively use the ancient authors’ texts 
– as described in section 1.1. David Konstan discusses the possibility that the ancient Greek 
language does not have a word for beauty or beautiful, but concludes that the word kalós many 
times can be interpreted as meaning beauty or beautiful, in his book Beauty: The Fortunes of 
an Ancient Greek Idea (2014).46 Other works by modern authors that are used in this study are 
Ian Jenkins book Defining Beauty: the Body in Greek Art, (2015) and his co-written book The 
Greek Body, (2009). His work will mostly be included in the discussion.47 As seen here, 
physical female beauty has not been studied extensively before, nor have female beauty ideals 
been compared to sculptures. This study aims to fill that gap.  

1.4. Mythological Background 

Aphrodite has two origin stories. According to Homer, Aphrodite was the daughter of Zeus and 
Dione.48 According to Hesiod she was born when Kronos castrated his father Ouranos with a 
sickle and threw his genitals into the sea. She was born from the foam of the sea and while 
making her way to land she passed the island of Kythera and reach Cyprus where she emerged 

 
39 Winkelmann 1764. 
40 Jenkins 2015, 12, 42. 
41 Hatt 2014, 185f. 
42 Havelock 1995. 
43 Hallett 2005. 
44 Dillon 2010. 
45 Flemberg 1991. 
46 Konstan 2015, 61. 
47 Jenkins 2009 et al.; Jenkins 2015. 
48 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Aphrodite.  
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from the sea.49 Aphrodite represents different traits of femininity in the Greek pantheon. She 
can be seductive and has a potential to deceive, and of course, she is the goddess of beauty.50 

The cults of Aphrodite were widely spread in the Greek world during antiquity. The 
grandest cult could be found in Cyprus, but she had cults in every region of Greece. She was 
primarily worshipped as the god of sexuality and procreation who ensures the continuation of 
mankind, in some cases she was also seen as the goddess of the polis.51  

In the evening before their wedding, women paid offering to Aphrodite to pray that their 
first night with their new husband would be favourable. This specific act sets Aphrodite apart 
from other deities of marriage such as Hera and Demeter. Aphrodite was also associated with 
the fertility of the earth because the Greeks thought that human reproduction and fertility had a 
close connection. Although Aphrodite’s followers primarily were women, she was also 
worshipped by men as she was the seafarer’s protector. In some cases, Aphrodite was portrayed 
armed, particularly in Sparta. That is not surprising given the education girls got in Sparta, but 
it was otherwise unusual that the goddess of beauty was portrayed with masculine attributes.52 
The priests of Aphrodite in Greece were majorly women, and chastity was usually a 
requirement, however in Asia minor during the Hellenistic and Roman periods the priests were 
mainly men.53  

Apple was the first and foremost attribute closely connected to Aphrodite. The dove, the 
tortoise, and male goats (which apparently were her favourite sacrifice), were the animals that 
were linked with Aphrodite. She was also associated with flowers and myrtles.54 

Venus was the Roman-Italic goddess of beauty,55 love and erotic desire. She was often 
identified as a version or, a Roman adaptation, of Aphrodite.56 Since the 3rd century BC Venus 
was the patron of all persuasive seductions, between gods and mortals, and between men and 
women. The first temple dedicated to Venus was built c. 295 BC.57 Sulla claimed that Venus 
was his protectress, as did Pompey who built a temple in her honour. Caesar went even further 
by developing the political aspect of a Venus cult. According to legend Venus was the mother 
of Aeneas and the Iulii traced their ancestry back to him, so when Rome became an empire 
Venus grew more important and became one of the major divinities in the original pantheon.58 
She was worshipped in the temple of Mars Ultor, and Virgil describes her as the protector of 
Rome. Hadrianus also built a massive temple to Venus and its foundation was set the 21st of 
April (Rome’s birthday) to put extra emphasis on Venus as the ancestor of the city of Rome.59 

During this study I have found that much less is written about the divinity Venus than the 
divinity Aphrodite. As most scholars do not seem to distinguish between the two goddesses, it 
does not seem to matter which goddess the sculpture is supposed to portray.  

 
 

 
49 Hes. Theog. 176–200; Hansen, 2000, 1. 
50 Hom. Il. 5,370–5,417; Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Aphrodite.  
51 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Aphrodite.  
52 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Aphrodite.  
53 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Aphrodite.  
54 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Aphrodite.  
55 Callaway, 2007, 203.  
56 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Venus.  
57 Scheid, 2012, (OCD); Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Venus.  
58 Scheid, 2012, (OCD); Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Venus.  
59 Brill’s New Pauly, s.v. Venus. 
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2. Analysing Sculptures 

This Chapter analysis consists of two parts. These parts will partially provide a basis for the 
discussion in Chapter 4. Section 2.1 will present a table of the measurements of sculptures taken 
at Abguss-Sammlung Antiker Plastik in Berlin. Section 2.2 will explore 1160 Aphrodite and 
Venus sculptures and analyse them using iconographical and iconological theory.  
 

2.1. Measurements of the sculptures 

The table below (Table 1) presents the measurements taken at the Abguss-Sammlung Antiker 
Plastik in Berlin, 21-22 of February 2019, these measurements are shown in Figs 1 & 2. In the 
names of the sculptures I have omitted “Aphrodite” and “Venus” because in different countries 
and languages the naming can differ. All measurements are first given in real size and then in 
scaled based on the foot size on each sculpture, where the scaled measurement is set to a foot 
size of 30 cm, and all other measurements were changed accordingly to that. If a certain 
measurement is absent, that means that it was not possible to get a representable measurement 
of that body part.  

This way of calculating the sculptures and putting them to the same scale against each other 
is my own creation and I have not seen any other study using this method. The advantages of a 
comparative analysis when studying sculptures is to see if there are considerable similarities 
between the sculptures. The study can also calculate the percentage differences with 
comparable numbers, when the sculptures are put to scale. This method gives a clear overview 
if there is a ruler on which these sculptures are based and gives an “ideal” proportions 
measurement of sculptures of the goddesses.  

 I chosed to set the foot-size to 30 cm because most of the sculptures feet circulate around 
that number and I used the feet as a standard measurement because of two reasons; 1, I am not 
investigating the feet of the sculptures per se and 2, feet of sculptures were a standardized 
measurement during ancient times as attested in Lars Karlsson’s paper. 61  

The formula used to recalculate the dimensions of the sculptures is as follows: 
 

 
Real foot size = y Height of sculpture = w.  
30/y = z %. w X z = scaled measurement of the height. 

 
To demonstrate how the calculation works, the Colonna sculpture serves as an example: The 
Colonna sculpture’s real foot size is 23,5 cm. 30/23,5 = 1.2765. This means that all real sizes 
should be 27.65% larger to be in scale with the other sculptures. The real height of the Colonna 
sculpture is 158 cm. 158 X 1.2765 = 201.7. cm is the scaled height of the Colonna sculpture.  

 
 
  

 
60 Twelve are shown in the table but the Arles sculpture is a special case which will constitute a case study in 

section 4.6. 
61 Karlsson 1988, 14ff. 
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Table 1. Sculpture measurements.62 

Name von Frejus  of Knidos Colonna  Medici 

Measurements Real Scaled Real Scaled Real Scaled Real Scale

d 

Height 165 190 203 203 158 201.7 166 207.5 

Bust - - 120 120 93.5 119.4 93 116.3 

Waist - - 93.5 93.5 71.8 91.7 76 95 

Hips - - 108 108 91.5 116.9 93.5 116.9 

Shoulders 42 48.3 50 50 37 47.3 38 47.5 

Buttocks - - 126 126 95.5 121.9 95.5 119.4 

Foot 26 30 30 30 23.5 30 24 30 

Name Capitoline Kallipygos Crouching  von Capua 

Measurements Real Scaled Real Scaled Real Scaled Real Scale

d 

Height 180 189.5 145 207.1 107 110.3 200 200 

Bust 106 111.6 - - 115 118.6 100.5 100.5 

Waist 81 85.3 - - 94.5 97.4 89.5 89.5 

Hips 99 104.2 - - 111.5 114.9 108.5 108.5 

Shoulders 43 45.3 35 50 45 46.4 52 52 

Buttocks 107 112.6 - - 118 121.6 - - 

Foot 28.5 30 21 30 29 30 30 30 

Name de Milo Marcia Furnilla  Esquiline Arles 

Measurements Real Scaled Real Scaled Real Scaled Real Scale

d 

Height 205 199 178 187.4 145 188.3 195 185.

7 

Bust 122 118.4 104 109.5 84 109.1 109 103.

8 

Waist 98.5 95.6 81 85.3 67 87 91.5 87.1 

Hips 119 115.5 92.5 97.4 75 97.4 - - 

Shoulders 50 48.5 40 42.1 29 37 46 43.8 

Buttocks - - 107 112.6 86.5 112.3 - - 

Foot 31 30 28.5 30 23 30 31.5 30 

 
In Table 2 the average measurements of all the sculptures measurements are shown. In this table 
it is also shown how big the measurements differ from the smallest to the largest. Average sizes 
are calculated –with the hips as example: Add all the scaled hips measurements available 
together, and then divide it by the number of sculptures that had bust measurements.  
 

Example Hip size. 108+116.9+116.9+104.2+114.9+108.5+115.5+97.4+97.4. = 
979,7; 979.7 / 9 =108.9 cm was the average hip size of the sculptures. 

 
62 *All measurements are in cm. 

** All scaled measurements are made depending on foot size were the scaled measurements were set to 30 cm. 
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Table 2. Average measurements.63 

Size Smallest Largest Difference Average 

Height 185.764 207.5 21.8 196 

Bust 100.5 120 19.5 113.1 

Waist 85.3 97.4 12.1 90.7 

Hips 97.4 116.9 19.5 108.9 

Shoulders 37 52 15 46.5 

Buttocks 112.3 126 13.7 118.1 

 

 

Percentage differences from the average measurements  
Following is the results of calculations that gives information about how large these 
measurements are compared to each other and also gives an idea about the proportions of the 
sculptures. These numbers will be used as a ruler to compare with what the textual sources say 
about proportions and size of body parts. Then the study can test if they correspond with the 
sculptures. These numbers are calculated by dividing the average measurements with each 
other.  
 

Example: Average bust size = y. Average waist size = z. w percentage results. y/z= 
w %  
  
113.1/90.7 =1.2469 This gives how much larger the average bust size was than the 
average waist size. 
 
Bust and waist: The bust is 24,7 % larger than the waist.  
Hips and waist: The hips are 20,1% larger than the waist.  
Bust and hips: The bust is 3,9 % larger than the hips.  
Buttocks and hips: The buttocks are 8,4% larger than the hips.  
Buttocks and waist: The buttocks are 30,2 % larger than the waist.  
Buttocks and bust: The buttocks are 4,4 % larger than the bust.  

2.2.  Descriptions of the Sculptures  

Some general characteristics are common for all sculptures discussed in this study. All the 
sculptures are depicting a female body, and in these cases the goddesses Aphrodite or Venus. 
The current material is composed of plaster copies of Roman replicas of, often, Greek originals 
and are all white/grey today. They were probably painted in antiquity, but the colour has faded. 
Almost everyone is nude or almost nude, but two of them (von Frejus and Kallipygos) wear too 
much clothing to get accurate measurements of their torso. Many of the statues are larger than 
life size, possibly because they depict goddesses, while the smallest one (Esquiline) is only 
around 145 cm tall. Many of them were originally bronze sculptures. This study will not take 
into consideration if the sculptures are depicting Aphrodite or Venus because the opinions on 
this differ.65 I will instead call them by the place they were found or by an alternative traditional 
name. Note that this study will not discuss whether the sculptures depict the goddesses or 

 
63 All measurements in cm, and all measurements are scaled. Reality female feet are usually smaller than 30 cm.  
64 Does not take crouching into account.  
65 One sculpture placed in the Louvre Museum in Paris is called Venus de Milo by most scholars, but Havelock 

1995, says Aphrodite from Melos. This is just one of many examples. 
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someone else but rely on the opinion of other scholars. The exception in this study is the 
sculpture from Kallipygos. All measurements in the text will be presented scaled for easier 
comparison. More pictures of the sculptures are found in the appendix. 

2.2.1. Frejus 

The sculpture derives from a Greek original made around 410 BC.66 This sculpture is also called 
Generix, which is Latin for mother. Caesar established a cult in her honour.67 This is a Roman 
copy derived from a Greek bronze original. There are numerous replicas and scholars believe 
it must have been a famous sculpture in antiquity.68 

 

Iconographic description 
The sculpture has a contrapposto stance. She is 189 cm tall 
scaled, which is 7 cm shorter than average. Her garment looks 
wet and clingy and sheer, clearly showing how she looks 
underneath. The garment is long and cover her up from her right 
shoulder down to her feet but leave her left breast bare. The 
garment is so clingy and sheer that you can see her navel, nipple 
and the outlines of her genitalia. Her weight lies on her right 
leg, which is straight, while her left leg is behind and bent as if 
she were taking a step forward. Her right arm is bent upward in 
a 90-degree angle and her hand is gently lifting the garment 
from behind her back with two fingers. Her left arm is down by 
her side and the garment lies over it, and the underarm stretches 
forward as she holds an apple in her hand. Her breasts appear 
small in comparison to the other sculptures in this study. It is 
difficult to say anything about her back because it is covered in 
too much clothing. Her hair is curly and split down the middle 
and she has a band around her head. Her eyes look down and 
she has more of a flat nose ridge.  

 

Iconological description 
She is holding an apple in her hand, clearly establish that this is 
the goddess of love and beauty. It is interesting that according 
to scholars this sculpture was made 60 years before the Knida69 
who is famous for being the first nude female marble sculpture, even though this sculpture is 
practically nude because you see everything through the fabric. It is using the wet drapery style 
but apparently, this did not make the same impact, or if it did texts about it did not survive into 
modern times. This study barely has any measurements on this sculpture because it has too 
much clothing to take precise measurements. 

 

 

 

 
66 Museum of Classical Archaeology Database, University of Cambridge; Cornell university digital collection, 

2016. 
67 Rives 1994, 294. 
68 Museum of Classical Archaeology Database, University of Cambridge. 
69 Knida is the name Christine Havelock use for the sculpture Aphrodite of Knidos, and I will use this aberration 

too.  
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2.2.2. Of Knidos  

The Knida sculpture supposedly made by the famous artist Praxiteles c. 350 BC and may be the 
most famous nude sculpture of the beauty goddess. The original was last seen in Constantinople 
and consumed by fire in 476 AD. Although Aphrodite of Knidos is said to be the first nude 
female sculpture, nude terracotta figurines depicting the 
goddess was made from the 6th century BC.70 
 
Iconographic description 
This sculpture is large, 203 cm in height compared to an 
average scaled 196 cm. The goddess is completely naked and 
stands on a small base. The weight is on her right leg and the 
left leg is bent and angles against the right leg. Her hips are 
tilted and not very thin, making her waist appear thinner than 
it is (hips: 108 cm, waist: 93.5 cm). There is a clear curve of 
her whole body. She is a bit hunched, but her head is held 
straight and looking forward. Her left arm is out and bent at 
a 90-degree angle and she is holding a cloth that is covering 
a vase. On her arm there is also a band, presumably 
representing one of metal. Three of the fingers are grapping 
the cloth while her index finger is straight, and her thumb is 
on the cloth. Her right arm is slightly bent, and the hand is in 
this case not covering her genitals but rather she is on her 
way to cover it up. Her breasts are circular and perky (120 
cm). Her buttocks are quite large and muscular (126 cm). 
Her torso is leaning slightly forward, her stomach is flat and 
has a line going just under her ribcage because she is leaning 
a bit forward. Her hair is split down the middle, curly and 
lies close to the head. She has a round face and stares into 
the distance. She has a large nose and a small mouth. 
 
Iconological description 
Knida is here taking a bath with the water from the vase beside her, providing a pretext for her 
nakedness. The usual interpretation of this is that someone sees her, and she tries to cover 
herself up. It can be because she is ashamed, maybe because she does not want to be seen or 
she does not want a mortal person to see her. I think the most interesting thing about this 
particular copy is that she does not have her hands in front of her genitals or breasts as in most 
other copies. Although this sculpture is named Aphrodite of Knidos it may not be the most 
accurate reproduction of the sculpture, because there are many copies of the sculpture. We 
cannot be sure which was made first and what kind of variation the artist made. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
70 Havelock 1995, 19, 35. 
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2.2.3. Colonna 

This sculpture is a Roman copy of the famous Aphrodite of Knidos assumed to have been made 
by Praxiteles c. 350 BC.  

 

Iconographic description 
The sculpture stands on a small base and the feet are placed in a 
contrapposto pose. The right leg is straight and the other one is 
slightly bent which makes her left leg’s heel lift in the air while the 
toes touch the base. The sculpture seems to have the most weight on 
the straight right leg which makes the hips tilted. Her waist (91.7 cm) 
is visibly smaller than her hips (116.9 cm) and makes the body more 
curved on the right side of the body. She also has big and firm 
buttocks (121.9 cm). Her upper body is slightly hunched which 
makes a line appear across her waist. Her breasts are fairly large 
(119.4 cm) with nipples pointing a little bit out from each other. Her 
right arm is bent a little and so are the fingers she holds in front of 
her genitals, as her left arm is bent at the elbow in an almost 90-
degree angle. Around her upper arm she has a band which probably 
representing one of metal. In her hand she gently holds a piece of 
clothing which is half in the air and half resting on a vase (maybe a 
hydria) beside her left leg. Her neck is straight, and her head is turned 
to the left. Her hair is curly and lies close to the head, her eyes are 
almond shaped and stares into the distance. Her nose is quite long 
and straight and pretty thin, and under it are her ample lips. Her ears 
are mostly covered up by her hair. 

 
Iconological description 
There are different ways of interpreting this sculpture. Havelock holds that Aphrodite could be 
looking away from the person that is watching her because she does not want to be embarrassed, 
and the vase beside her is containing water for the bath.71 

Another possibility is that the goddess has been taking a bath and is discovered by someone 
spying, whom she looks at. She uses her hands to cover up her genitals and grabbing her clothes, 
probably to cover up herself or maybe hastily put them on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
71 Havelock 1995, 22. 
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2.2.4. Medici 

Medici is another copy of the Aphrodite of Knidos by Praxiteles. The date of the Medici is not 
certain, but it is probably late Hellenistic. On the original there is an inscription on the base 
with the name of the artist “Kleomenes”, an Athenian and son of Apollodoros. There are 38 
copies of the Medici.72  

 

Iconographic description 
She has a contrapposto position with the left foot in front of the 
right. Her right knee is bent, and the right heel is lifted with her 
toes touching the base. The support attached to her left leg has 
two tiny Erotes playing with a dolphin, another connection with 
the goddess’ birth from the sea.73 Her left arm is covering her 
genitals, and her right arm is crossing the body attempting to 
cover her breasts. Both of her hands have almost stretched 
fingers. She has a slight curve to her body at the waist (95 cm), 
a little hunch, but she stands much straighter than the other 
copies of the Knida. Her breasts are circular (116.3 cm), and you 
can sense some muscles on her stomach. Her head is clearly 
turned to the left and she is looking straight ahead. Her hair is 
curly but not clearly split at the middle, laid back on her head, 
and in the back, it is tied up in a bun. She has a long neck and 
looks young (I base this on her, in my opinion, rounder and 
smooth face), as her eyes stares into the distance. She also has a 
long flat nose ridge and ample lips. Her ears are almost entirely 
covered by her hair. 

 

Iconological description 
Medici has many similarities with the Knida copies. They have 
been compared many times before. Johann Winkelman praised 
her beauty.74 Because of the similarities between this sculpture 
and the Knida one cannot avoid the conclusion that, like the 
Capitoline (2.2.5.), Medici is inspired by Praxiteles’ 
masterpiece. Capitoline and Medici have even more similarities. 
For example, they use both of their hands to, in my opinion, 
cover up their bodies. Their hair is also different from the Knida. 
This sculpture, however, does not have a vase or clothing with her. I think Medicis’ face looks 
more alert and attentive compared to the other Knida copies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
72 Havelock 1995, 76ff. 
73 Havelock 1995, 76.  
74 Havelock 1995, 76; Hyde, 1919, 79. 
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2.2.5. Capitoline 

Capitoline is a sculpture that belongs to the group Venus Pudica or (Pudica Gesture).75 This is 
an imitation of the Knidia sculpture, but difficult to place chronologically. Havelock does not 
put it earlier than 100 BC. This Roman copy was made sometime 
during the 2nd century AD. There are about 100 copies of this 
sculpture.76 
 

Iconographic description 
The goddess is here standing on a small base in a contrapposto stance 
with her weight on her left leg. Her right leg is in front of her left and 
is bent, and her heel is above the ground. Her hips are a little bit tilted 
and you can see a slight curve of her body above the hips (104.2 cm). 
She is leaning slightly forward, and her relaxed arms move in front 
of the body. Her left arm is at the side of the body and has a little 
bend as her left hand, with almost straight fingers, covers her 
genitals. Her right arm crosses the torso under the breast, and she 
tries to cover them, but the breasts are not concealed in this frozen 
pose. She seems to be a little younger than the Knida sculpture. Her 
face is turned to the left and the face also seems thinner than the 
Knida, but she still has a long nose, almond eyes and large lips. Her 
ears are mostly covered by her hair. Her breasts are circular, and her 
nipples points a bit outwards in opposite directions (bust 111.6 cm). 
Her hair is piled high on top of her head, waved and stylishly twisted. 
Some of it trails down her back. Her buttocks are muscular and quite 
large (112.6 cm). The vase by her side is tall and elegant and has a 
garment thrown over it, covering the top.  

 

Iconological description 
Much of the iconological discussion in this scene is already discussed above in 2.2.2, 2.2.3 and 
2.2.4. because it is clearly inspired by the Knida sculpture. Yet, there are some differences. For 
example, this sculpture is using both of her hands to shield her body from some unseen viewer. 
She is covering both her genitals and her breasts, unlike Colonna and the Knida. Havelock’s 
interpretation says:  

 

The arms of Capitoline and Medici figures do not supress the body; they hardly even touch 

it. And they never truly conceal the breasts. Whether curved toward the pubic area or the 

breasts, the arms retrace and echo, without apology, the soft swelling of the young female 

body.77 
 

Havelock means that the gestures are there not to shield but to emphasise her body. She also 
suggests that this later Greek goddess declare her sexuality even more emphatically than the 
Knida. She thinks that the goddess in this case is not exhibiting shame or self-consciousness 
but are indifferent to any audience and secure in her divine potency and autonomy.78 I agree 
with Havelock to a point, but believe that if the Capitoline was truly not self-consciousness and 
not ashamed, her pose would be straighter instead of a bit hunched as you can see in this 
sculpture. The most interesting thing about this imitation (or copy) of Knida is that the goddess 
looks younger because of her smother appearance and girlish face than the original as it may 
suggest beauty ideals.  

 
75 Modest Venus. 
76 Havelock 1995, 74, 78. 
77 Havelock 1995, 79. 
78 Havelock 1995, 79. 
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2.2.6. Kallipygos 

This sculpture is also called “of the Fair Buttocks”. It was found in the 16th century, probably 
in Nero’s Golden House. It is believed that the bronze original was made about 300 BC, and 
the marble one rather late in the first century BC.79  

 

Iconographic description 
This sculpture is only 145 cm tall. However, scaled it is the second 
largest in the current material at just over 207 cm. The goddess stands 
with her weight one her left leg with her foot steadily planted on the 
ground, while her right leg is bent with only her toes on the ground. 
Most of the goddess is covered by her garment but she flashes her 
buttocks. The goddess’ pose is twisted, and her head is turned to the 
right as she looks down at her exposed buttocks. Her right arm is in 
front of her body, she is wearing some piece of jewellery on her right 
underarm, and in her hand, she holds a part of the garment from her 
exposed backside. Her left arm and hand are held over her left 
shoulder and holds another part of her garment to expose her 
backside. The garment hangs down the front of her body and almost 
cover her genitals. Her clothes also hang loose around her right 
shoulder which makes her right breast show. You can see from her 
exposed side that she has lines that could indicate that she is a little 
bit on the heavy side, although her buttocks appear not as prominent 
as in other sculptures in this study. Her face does not express any 
shame or embarrassment, rather she almost has a smile on her lips. 
Her nose is not as flat as many others in this study but has a rounded 
ridge. She has curly hair with a split in the middle, a band and then a bow made up by hair on 
top of her head, which then leads to a knot in the back of the head which also leaves hair that 
flows down her back.  

 

Iconological description  
This is a sculpture that have been heavenly restored and altered during the late 18th century. It 
is thought to be from the Hellenistic period, but this view has met critique, when scholars mean 
it is far too provocative to be Hellenistic. A lot of attempts have been made to connect this 
sculpture to other sculptures of the goddesses taking a bath and drying herself. The way the 
head is turned is the critical feature, it directs the observer to see the goddesses’ buttocks.  

This sculpture may not depict a goddess. Based on her stance it might portray a dancer, a 
courtesan or a maiden.80 My interpretation is that it depicts the goddess of beauty I base this on 
four things. 1. In none of the Knida reproductions presented above is she covering her buttocks, 
and it may be that the buttocks were not as sensitive of an area to show as other parts of her 
body, or it was shown because it was attractive. 2. Her face is also similar to the other sculptures 
presented here, the eyes and the dimple above her upper lip can be found on other sculptures 
above. 3. Her buttocks are also prominent as in several of the other sculptures. Finally, 4. She 
is quite tall 207 cm scaled. If you instead make her foot size the average in the world (around 
25 cm) she would still be tall, around 172 cm.81 As seen in several of the other sculptures and 
showed below, being tall is a trait of beauty and as such appropriate for the goddess of beauty.  

 

 
79 Havelock 1995, 98ff. 
80 Havelock 1995, 98ff. 
81 She would probably also stand on a plinth, making her even taller in the eyes of the spectator. 
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2.2.7. Crouching 

The original Crouching Aphrodite is in the National Museum in Rome and is commonly dated 
to the middle of the 3rd century BC.82 Even though she is less complete than other marble copies 
she is considered to be one of the most accurate.83 The marble copy was found in the Villa of 
Hadrian in 1914. Considering the number of replicas and its long career in later art, this posture 
was felt to be extremely appealing in antiquity.  
  
Iconographic description 
As the name suggest this is a goddess of beauty that is 
crouching. Her weight is placed mainly on her left foot while 
the right foot’s toes also are on the ground for support. The 
legs lean against each other. This sculpture is more heavy set 
than the traditional standing goddess; you can see the pear-
shaped body, her quite large breasts that are unique because 
they are not as perky as the rest, but rather a little more 
“hanging” (118.6 cm). You can also see the ample rolls of flesh 
around her stomach. Her torso is hunched, and she looks 
clearly to her right. Though a large piece of her face is gone 
you can still see one of her eyes looking forward, and an 
indication of her nose as well as her lips. Her arms are also 
gone but you can see from the shoulder-part that her right 
upper arm was directed down-forward. Her buttocks are large 
(121.6 cm), and you can see from behind that the torso is 
angled to the right giving her a slight curve on the right side 
(waist 97.4).  
 
Iconological description 
There is no agreement on if the original was a cult image, a 
votive sculpture or neither. In Roman times it could be 
decorative in a garden or beside a pool. The flesh around her 
abdomen can perhaps show a more outspoken attitude about a more mature female body than 
what is usually found on a standing sculpture.84 I think that the goddess is washing herself yet 
again here. This type of crouching sculpture is mentioned in Pliny’s Natural history,85 where he 
describes a crouching Venus who is bathing next to a standing Venus. It is also said to have 
been made by a sculptor named Doidalsas. More recent research has convincingly detached the 
sculpture from Doidalsas, according to Havelock.86  

 

 

 

 

 

 
82 The Crouching Aphrodite is unique, as it is the only one not standing up in this study (it also makes it harder to 

take exact measurements from her).  
83 Havelock 1995, 80. 
84 Havelock 1995, 80f.  
85 Plin. HN 34.35–38.  
86 Havelock 1995, 81. 
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2.2.8. Capua  

It is difficult to say when this sculpture was made, but Havelock holds that it was probably 
made some time during the 2nd century AD. Rachel Kousser claims the sculpture to be 
Hadrianic. It is said that the original sculpture poses with a polished shield to admire herself. 
There are more copies of this sculpture than the Melian (de Milo) 
and it may thus have been more renowned in antiquity.87  

 

Iconographic description 
This sculpture stands straddled with her left leg on some elevation 
with her feet pointing to the left. Her right leg is on the ground for 
support and balance. Although her legs are covered by a garment 
you can see the outlines of her legs, and her feet are uncovered. 
Her upper body is turned little to her left, her garment is heavily 
draped and about to fall from her hips (108.5 cm). Her abdomen 
is flat, and you can see her muscles. Her breasts are circular, but 
heavy enough so you can see that they are hanging a little (100.5 
cm). In this copy her arms are missing but appears to be stretched 
out in front of her left side. Her head is turned to her left and she 
is gazing downwards. Her lips are clearly carved, and you can also 
clearly see a dimple above her upper lip. She has got a long and 
thin nose and in this copy her pupils are visible due to carving. 
Unique for this sculpture depicting the goddess is that she is 
wearing a tiara over her wavy hair, which is split down the middle 
and tied up behind in a knot. On her back you can see the muscles 
around her spine which makes a clear line in the middle of her 
back.  
 
Iconological description  
Other copies of Capua show her arms stretched and holding a 
polished shield in which she admires herself.88 That is a clear 
indication that this is a sculpture of the beauty goddess. This 
sculpture has some things in common with the Melian sculpture, 
foremost the draping that is about to fall. It is difficult to say what her tiara means; is it just for 
decoration or does it have a deeper meaning? She is unique among the sculptures because she 
wears a tiara.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
87 Havelock 1995, 103; Kousser 2005, 238.  
88 Havelock 1995, 103. 
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2.2.9. De Milo 

Venus de Milo, found on the island of Melos 1820, was probably made sometime between 120–
100 BC. A plinth that is said to have been found with the sculpture contained an inscription 
with the name of the sculptor, an Alexandros who came from 
Antioch on the Maeander.89 
 
Iconographic description  
Venus de Milo is over life-size and 205 cm tall (scaled 199 cm). 
Her left leg is lifted and is clearly visible through her garment that 
is around her hips (115.5 cm). Her left leg is brought back to 
stabilise and balance the uneven weight distribution. There is a 
slight twist to her body where the legs are pointed more to the right 
and the body to the left. The uneven weight distribution also makes 
the hips tilted and you can see the curve by her waist on her right 
side (95.6 cm). Her garment hangs loosely across her hip and looks 
like it is about to fall any second. Her breasts are circular and perky 
(118.4 cm). She has a flat stomach and you can hint her muscles 
under her skin. Her long hair is parted in the middle and tied up in 
a “pony-tail” with a ribbon. Her face with its small features and 
soft moulding is beautiful, and according to Havelock you can see 
the hint of a smile, but the smile is not contemptuous.90 She has 
lost most of her arms and you can only see part of one of her upper 
arms. Her back is smooth, and you can see part of her buttocks.  
 
Iconological description  
This sculpture is tall, maybe because it is depicting a goddess. To 
be tall is a beauty attribute during antiquity, as seen below in 
chapter 3.3.1, 3.3.2 and 3.3.3. Half-draped women in sculpture are 
rare before the late Hellenistic period, which supports the date for 
this one. According to Havelock de Milo embodies the enduring 
ideal of feminine beauty and yields a sensuality expected of the 
goddess of love. Other scholars have said that de Milo is far 
superior to other surviving half-draped sculptures. It is also said 
that the body of this Melian sculpture showed strong modelling while her face was feeble and 
had a blank look. Art historian Kenneth Clark has also seen the use of geometry in the Melian 
sculpture, as there is an equal distance between the two breasts and between the breasts and 
navel. Havelock says that there is a lot we do not know about de Milo. Maybe she leaned on a 
pillar (that could explain the strange form of the body), and held a shield or an apple? Was Ares 
originally with her? The two appear together on coins of Roman date.91 Because there are so 
many unknown factors it is hard to speculate how this sculpture might have looked in its’ 
original state.  
 

 

 

 
89 Havelock 1995, 93f. 
90 Havelock 1995, 94. 
91 Havelock 1995, 94ff. 
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2.2.10. Marcia Furnilla 

This sculpture differs from the others as it is composed by a body of a young goddess with the 
head of an older woman, perhaps Marcia Furnilla, the second wife of 
emperor Titus (39–81 AD). This is mostly based on her Flavian hairstyle 
that was in style during that period.92  
 
Iconographic description 
This description will not consider the head as it is not the goddess of 
beauty, however it will be discussed in the iconological section. This is 
clearly a reproduction with inspiration from the Medici and Capitoline 
type. The same hand gestures are used to cover up (or present) her 
genitals and her breasts (109.5 cm). The legs are more like the Capitoline, 
as the knees go against each other, and not from each other like the 
Medici. In my opinion are the hands more like the Medici, on this copy 
the left hand is missing, but on the right hand there are some fingers, and 
you can see that the hand is “hovering” right beside the nipple, and if the 
fingers were whole, they might cover it. Overall, this sculpture resembles 
the Medici sculpture more in that she is right in line with the nipple, not 
like the Capitoline when she has the hand under the breast. She seems to 
be a less curvy than either of the other sculptures (Furnilla waist 85.3 cm, 
hips 97.4 cm, Capitoline waist 85.3 cm, hips 104.2 cm Medici waist 95 
cm, hips 116.9 cm). She has some bulk at the abdomen more like Medici, 
and the buttocks are prominent (112.6 cm). There is a piece of plaster 
down at her right leg, that could indicate there was something there, 
possibly an Eros or a plinth. 
 
Iconological description  
The stance and body of this type of sculpture has already been analysed 
above, there is however reason to do an iconological analysis of the head. 
Mary Beard comments on this sculpture saying that the hair is right for 
the time period, but that there is no reason to believe that this is Marcia Furnilla. Beard also 
used this sculpture to show that the sculptor who made this did not know what beauty was. 
However, she has recently changed her opinion. Firstly, she thinks that the sculpture looks less 
odd in real life and makes the point that you should not just see pictures to get the sense of 
ancient objects. Secondly, Beard thinks that the sculptor is posing the question about the 
relationship between age and desire. The sculpture is pushing away the normative ideas about 
Greek beauty and asking what the relationship between a young goddess and an old goddess is, 
and maybe foremost challenge our own view on what beauty during Classical time really was. 
Was it considered beauty to put an old head on young shoulders?93 
 

 

 

 

 

 
92 Barrow 2018, 110. 
93 Beard 2015. 
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2.2.11. Esquiline  

This sculpture is dated to the reign of Hadrian (117–138 AD). The 
sculpture is girdling her hair with a strip of fabric. 
 
Iconographic description 
She has her weight on her right leg, and her head and torso lean 
forward slightly to the right, while the left leg is flexed. She is 
completely naked except for her sandals. This is a very short 
sculpture; unscaled she is 145 cm tall, scaled 188.3 cm. She is not as 
curvy as many of the other sculptures, with small curves by her waist 
(87 cm), and her breasts are smaller, round and very perky (109.1 
cm). She does not seem as fit as some of the other sculptures, in this 
pose she has a stretched abdomen but still you can see some 
subcutaneous fat. Next to her is a vase decorated with Egyptian style 
motifs such as bundles of papyri and a snake. Her head and gaze are 
pointed downwards, and her hair is curly, and she also has a band in 
her hair. Her face is fair and petite.  
 
Iconological description 
This sculpture is probably doing something with her hands above her 
head, based on her stance and the angle of the shoulders. She is 
probably fixing her hair or her head band. The date of this sculpture 
has been made based on her sandals, the plinth, and her drapery, 
which are characteristic for the Hadrianic period. The smooth 
polishing of the face and the lack of light and shade effect on the hair is also characteristic for 
this time period. Like many of the other sculptures in this study, the goddess here is probably 
preparing (or maybe finished) with a bath and fixing her hair or the band depending on how 
you interpret the sculpture. It is worth noting that this sculpture has a slightly more masculine 
body than many of the others in this study. If this was an intentional choice or not is difficult to 
determine, however. 

2.2.12. Summary of Eleven Sculptures  

There are some clear similarities between these sculptures. To begin with, the scaled 
measurements are not far off from each other. In some cases, the measurements are exactly the 
same. Does that mean that they had some formula to make a beautiful or perfect female? The 
percentage differences show us that the bust, hips and buttocks are larger than the waist, and 
the bust and hips are remarkably close in size, while the buttocks are bigger. This gives the 
sculptures a rather curvy appearance. Other similarities the sculptures share, with some 
exceptions, are quite large and perky breasts. They are all slender and some of them are a bit 
muscular. They are all tall. When their measurements have been scaled (however with larger 
feet than normal) the shortest is 185,7 cm which is fairly tall. Almost all of them have drapery 
on or with them, and all stand in a contrapposto stance. Their faces are also similar in that they 
have a long and often flat nose and ample lips.  
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3. Literary Sources  

Below a summary of beauty standards during antiquity, mostly consisting of descriptions of 

beauty by male authors from c. 8th century BC to late 5th century AD, is presented. This Chapter 

will provide together with Chapter 2, the basis for the discussion in Chapter 4. This Chapter 

will also include descriptions of the goddesses Aphrodite and Venus, and descriptions of what 

was considered beauty in the general population i.e. mortal women. This part is divided into 

chronological time periods; 700–400 BC, 400–1 BC, 1–200 AD, and 200–500 AD. In addition, 

there are some texts of uncertain dates and a summary. The length of the time periods varies, 

because of the amount of texts which discuss the subject of beauty (and what is preserved) differ 

greatly. Some of the authors that lived during the turn of the century, have been categorised in 

the century when they were born. One thing to keep in mind while reading these are the origin 

of the text, and what they have been used for. Some texts are written for comedy and can use 

quite unorthodox descriptions. Other descriptions can be religious and therefore use another type 

of language. Finally, there are some poetic writers who are freer to write as they want. These texts 

discuss different kinds of beauty and different areas of the body. Who is meant to read and enjoy 

them? Which of these genres is most important and is more reliable, if any? This is difficult to 

answer but worth to keep in mind as you read these texts. I think that the comedy and poetry can 

be franker, as the hymns are made to sound beautiful and therefore are a little more restrictive 

with their descriptions. 

3.1. 700–400 BC 

No descriptions of Venus are known from this early period, but Aphrodite is described in the 

Homeric hymns as golden crowned, which most likely means golden hair as she is never in the 

sculptures (with one exception) depicted with a crown.94 She is also described in the Homeric 

hymns with tender throat, neck and breasts, and also white breasts. Other authors have described 

her as golden, slender feet and rosy-hued.95  

In contrast to the goddess mortal humans were described with attributes as lovely face, tall, 

white, beautiful hair, beautiful ankles, graceful form, measure and proportion, and breasts like 

Cydonian apples.96 Aphrodite’s “rosy-hued” seems to be attractive during this period of time 

as beauty in both the general population and Nymphs was also described with words like rosy-

fingered, rosy-armed, rosy cheeks, and natural white and pink.97 To illustrate another way to 

describe women is this quote by Aristophanes in Lysistrata which will be discussed below:  

 
Lysistrata: Greetings, Lampito, my very dear Spartan friend! My darling, how vivid your 

beauty! What rosy cheeks, what firmness of physique! You could throttle a bull! 

Lampito: It’s true, I think, by the Twin Gods. I do take exercise, and I jump-kick my butt. 

 
94 Hes. Cat. 1.23.13; Sappho. Fragments. 33; Hom. Hymn Ven. 6.1–18.  
95 Hom. Hymn Ven. 6. 1–18; 5. 68–90; 5. 93–106; Hes. Theog. 173–207; Ananc. Anacreontea. 55.1–43. 
96 Hom. Od. 18.187–200; Xen. Mem. 2.1.22–23; Hes. Cat. 1.19.8; Hes. Cat. 1.19.15; Hes. Cat. 1.27.25; Sappho. 

Frg. 112-113; Pl. Phlb. 64.E; Cantharus, Test. Tereus frg. 6. 
97 Ananc. Anacreontea. 55.1–43; Ar. Lys. 78–81; Xen. Mem. 2.1.22–23. 
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Calonice: And what a fine set of tits you’ve got! 

Lam: Hey, you’re feeling me up like a beast for sacrifice! 

Lys: And this other young lady here, where’s she from? 

Lam: By the Twin Gods, she’s here as the representative of Boeotia. 

Myrrhine: She certainly looks like Boeotia, with all her lush bottomland. 

Cal: Indeed, and with her bush most elegantly pruned. 

Lys: And who’s this other girl? 

Lam: A lady of substance, by the Twin Gods, from Corinth. 

Cal: She’s substantial all right, both frontside and backside.98 

Aristophanes has in Lysistrata descriptions of women from different parts of Greece. The 

descriptions do not only describe the women but also the area where they come from. The woman 

from Sparta has a good physique which refers to the fact that women in Sparta received physical 

training. She also has a more reviling costume that bordered on the shocking for an Athenian 

woman. Another woman from Boeotia is described with lush bottomlands which refers to her 

pubic hair as well as to the flat fertile plains in Boeotia. Hair removal was a common practise 

during this time according to Jeffry Henderson. The final woman is from Corinth and is described 

with a substantial front and backside, which can refer to people from Corinth were known for 

being well-padded and well-endowed.99 

This description gives both an understanding of beauty, but in this case, you also get a deeper 

understanding if you get a context. Without context it would be more difficult to understand the 

meaning of for example “lush bottomland” and “substantial front and backside”.  

The quotation above from Aristophanes, was a comedy and can therefore have unorthodox 

descriptions, as mentioned above. The Homeric Hymns on the other hand celebrating individual 

gods would probably not use words like bush or lush bottomland in their descriptions.  

Based on these testimonies it seems like the main beauty ideals during this period was to be 

white, but rosy in strategic places. This probably reflects the view of the gods and maybe how 

they were depicted. Aphrodite is described many times as golden, which could mean that she 

had golden or blonde hair, and it is poetically described this way. Other things that seem to be 

important is that women should be well proportioned and tall to be considered beautiful. 

3.2. 400–1 BC  

No description of the physical appearance of Aphrodite is found from this period, however Ovid 
describes Venus as having golden hair that flows from her temples, as well as a beautiful face. 
There is also a description of a girl that, in the words of Plautus, is the very picture of Venus. 
This girl has a beautiful body, bronzed in colour. He also says that there is a natural beauty in 
her mouth; if that means physical or her speech (or song) is hard to specify. He also notes her 
nipples, presumably appreciating them.100 

When it comes to the “normal” population Philo has many thoughts on what beauty is. 
He mentions that the beauty of the body lies in well-proportioned parts, in a fine complexion 
and good condition of flesh, beauty of form, symmetry of parts, beauty of face, and an elevated 
neck.101 He seems to think that female beauty is mostly based on proportions. Furthermore, 

 
98 Ar. Lys. 78–91.  
99 Henderson, 1987, 77f. 
100 Ov. Ars am. 3.440–466; Ov. Her. 18.53–75; Plaut. Rud. The Rope. 420–425.  
101 Philo Moses II 140–141; Philo Questions and answers on Genesis 4.99 which is only preserved in Armenian; 

Philo Every good man is free 38–39. 
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several authors mention whiteness, snow-white skin, snowy hips, white neck, white shoulders 
and snowy cheeks.102 Other things were also desirable during this time, as attested in Ovid: 

 
As she stood before my eyes with drapery laid all aside, nowhere on all her body was sign 

of fault. What shoulders, what arms did I see—and touch! How suited for caress the form 

of her breasts! How smooth her body beneath the faultless bosom! What a long and 

beautiful side! How youthfully fair the thigh!103 

In another passage the author highlights other qualities: 
 

He gazes at her eyes gleaming like stars, he gazes upon her lips, which but to gaze on does 

not satisfy. He marvels at her fingers, hands, and wrists, and her arms, bare to the shoulder; 

and what is hid he deems still lovelier.104 

 
Ovid seems to think that women should be a bit curvy, but perky and tall (since the side was 
“long”). These passages also stress that Ovid considered a number of features beautiful, and it 
is not limited to a few certain parts of the body. 

Other authors also wrote what they found beautiful in women and they describe them as 
tall, handsome, with a slender waist, lovely thighs, and a tender back. They also describe smaller 
things like women’s soft arms, clean teeth, golden hair, small feet, shapely fingers, dainty hands 
and smooth faces. There are also a pair of descriptions of women’s breasts. In these they are 
described as heavenly and looking like apples or the fruit of the strawberry tree.105 

Finally, some passages show different beauty ideals. For example, Marcus Argentarius, 
(Augustian, 63 BC-14 AD), seems to have appreciated small breasts and thought that a slender 
composition was not a problem. In two passages he writes about how he appreciated skinny 
girls. In one he describes a girl with a fine disposition but that she looks like a “too skinny 
Aphrodite”, and in another passage he says that with a skinny girl there is not much between 
them, but then he lies closer to her heart.106 

Some pornographic texts also depict attractive attributes on example is this poem quote by 
Dioscordies, late 3rd century BC.107: 

I took Doris, with her rosy buttocks, on my bed and spread her legs, and amid her dewy 

flowers I felt immortal. She bestrode my groin with her magnificent legs and finished 

Aphrodite’s long course without swerving, gazing at me with languorous eyes. Her crimson 

parts quivered like leaves in the wind while she bounced astride me, until the white strength 

spilled out of us both and Doris lay splayed out with limbs all slack.108 

This study has so far presented the idea that whiteness, with some rosiness, was preferred. 
Asclepiades, 300-270 BC, did however not share that view.  

Oh! I melt like wax by a fire when I see her beauty. If she is black—so what? Coals are 

too, but when we heat them, they glow like rosebuds.109 

In conclusion, during this period, 400-0, there are a lot of mentions of whiteness but not as 
much rosy– only Ovid mentions rosy red “in her snowy cheeks.”110 In this period it is clearly 
stated that Venus has golden hair. Philo thinks good proportions makes women beautiful. 

 
102 Hor. Carm. 2. 4.1-4; Prop. Elegies. 3.3.14.9–12. Ov. Am. 1.5.7–12. 
103 Ov. Am. 5.13–23. 
104 Ov. Met. 1. 495–505. 
105 Ov. Am. 1–11; Tib. Elegies 1.40–45; Ov. Ars am. 1.623–625; Ov. Her. 18.53–75; Ov. Ars. am. 1.150–164; 

Hor. Carm. 2.11. 1–12; Verg. Appendix Vergiliana. Priapea. 4. 19–31; Enn. Ann. Unplaced frg. 71.527; Crates I. 

Unassigned frg. 43; Ov. Ars. am. 3. 200–220. 
106 Marcus Argentarius Greek anthology 5, 102. LCL 67. 
107 Oxford Classical Dictionary, s.v. Dioscordies. 
108 Dioscordies Greek anthology 5, 55. LCL 67. 
109 Asclepiades Greek anthology 5, 210. LCL 67. 
110 Ov. Am. 1.5.7–12. 
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However, Ovid mentions several body parts that he finds beautiful, which makes it difficult to 
pinpoint specific attributes and say that they were especially desirable during this period. 

3.3. 1–200 AD  

This period is the most extensive when it comes to beauty in regard to the number of passages 
found. However, few authors write specifically about the beauty of Aphrodite and Venus. 
Aphrodite is described by Dio Chrysostom as golden, and fair of hue.111 Lucian describes 
Aphrodite as with a daintiness, white, delicate, and beauty of her back.112 Philostratus the Elder 
mention that Aphrodite not even in mourning cut off her hair.113 To be woman and do not have 
hair is according to other passages not beautiful. Overall, hair seems to be important during this 
period. Venus is also mentioned as golden by Statius.114 Apuleius describes a girl that is meant 
to represent Venus and she has a perfect figure, ambrosial complexion, as well as a 
voluptuousness and a white body.115 

Among the mortal population during this period it seems like hair was important. Petronius 
writes that a woman knows beauty because she has nicely combed hair, and later that her hair 
grew in natural waves and flowed over her shoulders, that she has a small forehead and the 
roots of her hair curved back from it.116 Achilles Tatius writes about golden hair in curls and 
hair that curled more tightly than ivy.117 Lucian also mention how beautiful hair can be, how 
women spend most of their effort dressing their hair, dying it to red or golden, curling it with 
iron instruments and, if you are satisfied with the colour, they could spend their husband’s 
money buying perfumes from Arabia so that the hair smells nice.118 Philostratus the Elder wrote 
that the most beautiful thing is to see a woman with long hair.119  

 Lucian also praises hair, in the following passage, he seems to think that hair gives women 
the “radiance”. You can also clearly make out that he in this passage writes about curly hair.  

 
But ever does her attractive skin give radiance to every part of a woman and her luxuriant 

ringlets of hair, hanging down from her head, bloom with a dusky beauty that rivals the 

hyacinths, some of them streaming over her back to grace her shoulders, and others over 

her ears and temples curlier by far than the celery in the meadow.120 

Another author who mentions the importance of hair is Apuleius, who states that unless she has 
embellished her hair, she cannot be called well-dressed.121 He goes even further in certain 
passages: 

However [...] if you were to strip the hair from the head of the most extraordinary and 

beautiful woman and rob her face of its natural decoration, even if she were descended 

from heaven, born out of the sea, and raised by the waves, even, I say, if she were Venus 

herself, surrounded by the whole chorus of Graces and accompanied by the entire throng 

of Cupids, wearing her famous girdle, breathing cinnamon, and sprinkling balsam—if she 

came forth bald she could not attract even her husband Vulcan.122 

Makeup was also discussed at this period, with some men being highly against it. Propertius 

 
111 Dio Chrys. Encomium on Hair (no lines); Dio Chrys. Dicources 2. On Kingship 2 62.  
112 Lucian The dance 73; Lucian The Judgement of the Goddess 14. Lucian Amores 13.  
113 Philostr. Letters 4.16 [26]. 
114 Stat. Silv. 3.4.21–25. 
115 Apul. Met. 10.31. 
116 Petron. Sat. 126. 
117 Ach. Tat. Leucippe and Clitophon 1.4.1–5; Ach. Tat. Leucippe and Clitophon 1.19.1–2.  
118 Lucian Amores 40.  
119 Philostr. Letters 61 [64]. 
120 Lucian Amores 26. 
121 Apul. Met. 2.9. 
122 Apul. Met. 2.8.  
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says that love is naked, and beauty is not gained by artifice, and it is shameful for a woman to 
put Belgian rouge on her face. He is also fiercely against dying hair a different colour. Seneca 
the Younger praise a woman because she never has “defiled” her face with cosmetics, and 
Philostratus the Elder thinks that the unadorned is the truly beautiful, and to underline your eyes 
with kohl, false hair, painted cheeks, tinted lips and all other things that are not natural is 
deceptive.123 

Other ideals besides hair and cosmetics were discussed during this era. Plutarch writes 
about how women were by nature given a charming face, a persuasive voice, and a seductive 
physical beauty. In another passage he writes about proportion and harmony. But perhaps the 
most interesting passage is one that claims that the noble lover of beauty engages in love 
wherever he sees excellence and splendid natural endowment, without regard for any difference 
in physiological detail.124 To disregard something as a physiological defect is not something 
that seems common during this time period, and it is even more strange as Plutarch in the 
passages above talks about physical beauty and proportions.  

Another author that this study has already mention is Achilles Tatius. He has other opinions 
about beauty, he writes about a lovely face, bright skin, roses sprang from her cheeks, pale 
cheeks, ruddy hue, a mouth that was a rose, and tall form.125 But he also has a passage that treat 
different things than other authors; 

On the upper part of her body she wore a tunic down to her groin, and then a robe covered 

the lower part of her body: the tunic was white, the robe purple: and her figure could be 

traced under the clothes—the deep-set navel, the long slight curve of the belly, the narrow 

waist, broadening down to the loins, the breasts gently swelling from her bosom and 

confined, as well as her tunic, by a girdle: and the tunic was a kind of mirror of the shape 

of her body.126 

Here he writes about the slight curve of her belly, the narrow waist, broadening down to the 
loins and deep-set navel, things that have not been discussed before. 

Athenaeus, drawing on earlier authors, writes that beauty is a trait closely associated with 
kingship, and describes beauty with words like pale breasts and lovely hands. In his work it is 
written that Sparta produces the most beautiful women in the world.127  

Other authors also describe beauty during this period, they talk a lot about the importance 
of a good complexion, describing it with words such as “well-bred”, fair, ruddy, and simply 
good. Also mentioned are thing like rosy cheeks, bloom on her cheek, body white and pure in 
its beauty, a graceful exterior, and finally a swarthy beauty. Not only do these authors write 
about complexion, they also mention the female figure and writes that women are supposed to 
have a tall figure, a supple spine, good flesh and proportions of parts, a delicate figure, and 
lovely symmetry of the belly. Women are meant to be neither wizened nor fleshy, but rather 
“spare and juicy”. Smaller details are mentioned as well, such as flowerlike hands, lovely 
breasts, delicate fingers of graceful length and white as the forearm, lovely hands, and that no 
beauty when veins are prominent.128  

Another author during this period is Alciphron he writes a story about a comparison of 
buttocks, which show what he presented as desirable. 
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But the thing that gave us the greatest pleasure, anyhow, was a serious rivalry that arose 

between Thryallis and Myrrhina in the matter of buttocks—as to which could display the 

lovelier, softer pair. And first Myrrhina unfastened her girdle (her shift was silk) and began 

to shake her loins (visible through her shift), which quivered like junkets, the while she 

cocked her eye back at the wagglings of her buttocks [...]. Thryallis, nevertheless, did not 

give up; on the contrary she outdid Myrrhina in wantonness.“I certainly am not going to 

compete behind a curtain,” […] “There now, look at the colour, how youthful, Myrrhina, 

how pure, how free from blemish; see these rosy hips, how they merge into the thighs, how 

there’s neither too much plumpness nor any thinness, and the dimples at the tips. But, by 

Zeus, they don’t quiver,” said she with a sly smile,“like Myrrhina’s.”And then she made 

her buttocks vibrate so fast, swaying then-whole bulk above the loins this way and that with 

such a rippling motion, that we all applauded and declared that the victory was Thryallis’s. 

There were also comparisons of hips, and breast competitions. [About bellies, however, we 

had no arguments,] for with the belly of Philumena not a woman ventured to let her own 

be compared, since Philumena was not yet a mother and was fresh and firm.129 

The last author for this period is Nicarchus, who has a pornographic passage where he writes 
that proportions are important, and to him it does not matter if the woman is older.130  

In conclusion it seems that hair was important during this time period, and several authors 
writes about curly hair. Cosmetics were probably worn by a lot of women, which was not 
always appreciated by men. As in the previous periods it was desirable to have a ruddy 
complexion, and the quote from Alciphron suggests that men thought that thighs, breasts and 
buttocks all were attractive parts. 

3.4. 200–500 AD  

This study has not found any passages during this time period that writes about the physical 

beauty of Venus, but there are a few mentions of Aphrodite. Nonnos talks about rosy Aphrodite 

and her radiant rosy face.131 Colluthus also mention Aphrodite and says that she is fair-tressed. 

He writes about when Paris was about to choose the most beautiful goddess, he looked at the 

shape of the heel and the soles of their feet,132 apparently this can be a trait on which beauty 

was decided. Yet again is seems like rosy is the most written about beauty trait.  

Nonnos does not just write about Aphrodite, but also a lot about beauty of the mortal 

population. He writes that one woman’s fair shape makes precious marble cheap, that she has 

a vigorous body, tender fingers, immaculate bosom, and rosy thighs. Furthermore, he writes 

about breasts, and describes them as swelling circle [of her] firm breasts, rounded, daintier, 

rosy, round and silvery, rounded breasts full and soft, and breasts like two apples. Nonnos also 

mention long tresses of the abundant hair, rosy shafts from a woman’s cheeks, rosy neck, 

blushing whiteness, white thighs, ruddy ankles, white ankles, and rosy arms as beautiful.133  

Nonnos and Philostratus the Younger both write of traits that is typical for masculine 

beauty, but here for women. Philostratus writes about Atalanta and says that her beauty is of 

the more masculine type, while Nonnos writes that “the girls stript [sic] the clothes off her 

muscular limbs”.134  
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Other authors use descriptions like a modest blush coloured her feet, the beauty of the face 

beneath her lovely brows, for soft skin and dainty limbs befit a beautiful girl, the whiteness of 

her advancing foot, beauty preserved in the proportions, for beauty depends not on bulk, but on 

the symmetry and proportions of the parts and “her bosom was girdled by a double band, and 

even the fold in her robe mocked the smallness of her breasts. The lower part of the dress 

extended its crimson folds down to her rosy knees”.135 

During this time period there was not as much discussion about beauty as in the time period 

before. Nonnos is the main source for this period. According to him breasts seem to be the most 

discussed part, but of course, like the other periods, he also discusses whiteness and a rosy hue. 

Other authors discuss the usual, that being symmetry, whiteness, rosiness, and a beautiful face.  

3.5. Texts of uncertain dates 

In this part the study will discuss two authors that writes about beauty. Reposianus, who wrote 

182 hexameters about Mars and Venus somewhere between 2nd and 6th century AD,136 and 

Rufinus, a poet who lived somewhere between 2nd and 4th century AD.137 Reposianus described 

Venus like this 

How winning the sight! How fit the slumber that has o’ercome the naked limbs! A fair neck 

rests on snowy arms: the breast seems lit up by a pair of stars. Not wholly on her back is 

she reclined, but with a gentle bend of the body where side meets side. Looking at Mars, 

she drops her eyes in sleep, charming as ever, comely.138 

Here we have a common description of Venus with the fair neck and snowy arms. But the thing 
most interesting here is the unusual description of the waist, not seen many other times in the 
texts, the gentle bend of the body when side meets side. This is a clear indication of a curvy 
figure with a small waist.  

Rufinus wrote pornographic texts which are difficult to understand without see the whole 
passage. Simply describing the text would be insufficient in this case, as that could give a false 
picture of the text.  

Rhodope, Melite, and Rhodoclea competed to see which of the three had the best pussy and 

chose me as judge. Like the much-admired goddesses they stood, naked, dripping with 

nectar. The treasure between Rhodope’s thighs gleamed like a rose bush cleft by a gentle 

zephyr; Rhodoclea’s was like glass, its wet surface like a temple statue newly carved. But 

clearly, since I knew what happened to Paris because of his judgment, I straightaway 

awarded the crown to all three immortals.139 

Rufinus is one of few authors is this study who writes about female genitals, and not only 
mentioning it once but several times, and he is very graphic when he describes them. 

Time has not yet quenched your beauty, but many relics of your prime survive; your charms 

have not aged, nor has the beauty departed from your perky apples or rose.140 

In this second passage Rufinus depicts the breasts of women being similar to apples and their 
genitalia to a rose, like many other authors. He also says that a woman is beautiful although she 

 
135 Quint. Smyrn. Posthomerica 1.50–65; Quint. Smyrn. Posthomerica 1.656–665; Callistratus Descriptions 1. 

On a satyr 422K. 1–15; August. De. Civ. D. 22.20; August. De. Civ. D. 11.22; Sid. Apoll. Pomes II Panegyric 

425–431. 
136 Oxford Classical dictionary s.v. Reposianus. 
137 Oxford Handbooks s.v. Rufinus Epigrams. 
138 Reposianus The intrigue of Mars with Venus 117–130. 
139 Rufinus Greek anthology 5, 36, LCL 67. Melite is not mentioned personally as Rhodope and Rhodoclea in 

this passage.  
140 Rufinus Greek anthology 5, 62, LCL 67. 



 

35 
 

might be a little bit older. 

I judged the bottoms of three women; for they themselves chose me and displayed to me 

the naked splendor of their limbs. Rounded dimples marked the first, her buttocks glowing 

with white softness; the second’s snowy flesh blushed where her legs parted, redder than a 

crimson rose; the third was like a calm sea furrowed by a silent wave, her delicate flesh 

jiggling involuntarily. If the judge of the goddesses had seen them, he would have refused 

to look again at the previous ones.141 

The third passage share many similarities with the first one, but this time he is inspecting 
buttocks. The buttocks are described differently but is seems that slightly plump buttocks are 
favourable.  
Presented below are two less pornographic quotes that still describes beauty. 
 

Do not take to your arms a woman who is too slender or too stout, but choose the mean 

between the two. The first does not have enough abundance of flesh, and the second has 

too much. Choose neither deficiency nor excess.142 

Is this passage he writes that there seems however to be a limit to how plump you should be, 
because in this passage Rufinus says that you should not be too fat or too skinny. He clearly has 
some kind of ideal proportion in his mind. 

A silver-footed maiden was bathing, letting the water fall on the golden apples of her 

breasts, with flesh like curdled milk. Her rounded buttocks, their flesh more fluid than 

water, gyrated back and forth. Her outspread hand covered the swelling Eurotas—not all 

of it, but as much as it could.143 

 The last passage in this section talks about breasts and rounded buttocks that again show, like 
in the other periods, that fine breasts and buttocks are attractive traits.  
  Many of these show another side of the beauty standards and even though we do not know 
exactly which year they were written they display an aspect of what people thought about beauty 
in antiquity. 

3.6. Summary of the Literary Sources 

As shown, beauty standards changed in ancient times, but we can find some similarities between 
the different time periods. For example, it seems that being white and rosy was always attractive 
as it is mentioned in every period. Although rosy is only mentioned once in the texts during the 
period 400-1 BC, however, this can depend on a loss of a lot of texts or a change of opinion. 
We can also see that there are some other things that are appreciated, such as having a lovely 
face, firm breasts, and pretty hands and fingers.  

One surprising thing is that the buttocks are not mentioned as often. Another thing that is 
not mentioned a lot is a small waist. While they talk a lot about good proportions, they do not 
say what good proportions are. It could very well be large buttocks, a small waist, and a big 
bust. 

Summarising each period, during 700-400 BC white and rosy was seen as beautiful, for 
400-1 BC the focus lay on good proportions, in 1-200 AD it was instead beautiful hair and a 
ruddy complexion, and for 200-500 AD having fine breasts was the main beauty trait. The ones 
from unknown time periods are too difficult to simplify. However, most beauty traits can be 
found in all periods. This is mainly to see if there were some trait that was attractive during all 
the time periods, and if there were some that are missing totally. When it comes to Aphrodite 
and Venus, they are almost always mentioned as golden, and white and rosy, with some small 
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variations however these traits are not something we can see in the sculptures though.  
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4. Discussion 

The treatment of the empirical material gave rise to a number of topics to discuss. Here six 
aspects will be explored. The first part (4.1.) will treat what Greeks and Romans thought about 
beauty. The second part (4.2.) will examine art and nudity. The third part (4.3.) will discuss 
sculptures and in particular Aphrodite and Venus sculptures. The fourth part (4.4.) will look at 
colours and hair on sculptures. The fifth part (4.5.) will discuss how the results of my empirical 
materials compare with each other. Finally, in the sixth part (4.6.) there will be a case study of 
one sculpture, Arles, that has not been included in the earlier analysis. 

4.1. Beauty 

During classical times it was important to be beautiful. For men it was considered good to be 
buff and glossy, and for women, according to historian Bettany Hughes, fuller figure redheads 
were the most popular. If a man was full-lipped and cheek-chiselled he, according to Hughes, 
knew that his beauty was a blessing from the gods and because he was beautiful on the outside, 
he knew under his perfect exterior hid an inner perfection. For the Greeks, a beautiful body was 
considered to be a direct evidence of a beautiful mind. They even had a word for this 
relationship between inner and outer beauty – kaloskagathos – which meant being gorgeous to 
look at, and hence being a good person.144 Beauty of mind was as important as a beautiful body 
during antiquity, therefore men were often sculptured with small genitals to reduce the erotic 
connotation and show that they were more moral than barbarians.145  

Proportions is a key factor that is expressed in the ancient texts. When it comes to portraits 
of the goddesses of beauty you can be fairly certain that people thought they were beautiful. 
Polykleitos made precise measurements for his male sculptures according to a mathematical 
scale that he thought made the perfect human. The question is whether there was a similar 
mathematical scale for female sculptures? The result in chapter two shows that the scaled 
measurements of the sculptures in the study were similar in terms of size. As seen in the scaled 
comparison there are only minor differences in size when the smallest measurement is 
compared to the largest in each category. The average value of all measurements (Table 2) is 
very close to many of the measurements, which shows that all the sculptures in this study 
probably aim for an ideal. Therefore, there may have been an ideal scale the sculptors tried to 
achieve. Even though there are some sculptures that do not fit the scale exactly or deviates from 
it somewhat, the similarities are striking. These deviations can perhaps have been made because 
of the sculptor’s own vision or preferences or the vision or preferences of the individual that 
ordered the sculpture. The sculptures in this study are made over the course of several hundred 
years and even though beauty standards change a little bit according to ancient texts, the same 
proportions seem to be desirable. For example, the Roman Marcia Furnella, c. 1st AD, was still 
modelled after the Knida, which was made around 350 BC.  

The most important thing about proportions and what most ancient texts show is that it does 
not matter how big you are or a certain part of you is, as long as those parts are in proportions 
to each other. The proportions in this study (2.1) show that the waist is about 25% smaller than 
the bust, 20% smaller than the hips and 30% smaller than the buttocks. It also shows that the 
buttocks should be a little bigger in circumference than both the hips and bust.  

 
144 BBC News “Would you be beautiful in the ancient world?” 2015. 
145 Jenkins, 2015, 115, 228. 



 

38 

In many descriptions of breasts in the ancient texts they are compared to apples. Apples 
were probably smaller during ancient times, and the goddesses’ breasts are in my opinion in 
most cases larger than apples. Hughes, as stated above, suggests that for women, a fuller figure 
and red hair was most desirable. Although this study shows that while fuller figure is many 
times desirable, red hair is only mentioned one time, whereas golden hair is seen many times 
and not only to describe the goddesses but also as beautiful in the mortal population. Therefore, 
it seems that blond hair was more desirable during antiquity than red hair. 

During ancient time a lot of people were illiterate, and you then have to ask yourself for 
whom were the written beauty ideals meant for? Was the message they tried to convey for the 
general population or was it meant for the elite classes. If so, are the beauty ideals for the elite 
classes the same as for the general population? Was it as important for the lower classes to be 
pale, as it was for the elite classes, or did they have other beauty ideals? According to Ian 
Morris, the lower classes liked to imitate higher classes. My view is that the lower classes 
wanted to look like the elite and to be seen as wealthy women even though they were not. 
Trends and ideals in most cases travel down from the wealthy and powerful to the lower 
classes.146 This suggests that beauty ideals were basically the same regardless of your class in 
society. That fact makes the beauty ideals even more important because they applied to all 
women and would therefore be a part of female culture in ancient times. If we know what people 
strive for and what they do to achieve that, we could get an insight into the minds of people 
during ancient times.  

4.2. Art and Nudity Portrayed 

In Greek art men are often nude, while women usually are clothed. This ideal was paralleled in 
real life, where men bathed nude together, exercised nude together and engaged in sport nude 
together. In contrast Greek women were always expected to be covered. This is a bit paradoxical 
however, because male nudity in Greek art preceded the accepted male nudity in Greek 
everyday life, according Christopher Hallett.147 Therefore it seems odd that they allowed female 
nudity in art whatsoever because this suggests that they would eventually accept female nudity 
too. Something must have happened for this view on nudity to change. Maybe it came gradually 
with the wet drapery style around late 400 BC that kept the clothes on but was so transparent 
that at the time of Praxiteles Knida sculpture it did not matter.  

The Romans were also against female nudity and believed, like the Greeks, that women 
should always be covered, even to be partially nude was not accepted for respectable Roman 
women. The only women who were seen nude were slaves and prostitutes. Romans had a strong 
taboo against being nude in public, even for men, throughout their history. During the empire 
it seems to have become gradually more and more accepted thanks to the popular public 
baths.148  

When it comes to art, the early Romans were highly influenced by the Etruscans, and still 
tried to have both men, women and gods clothed and did not adopt the Greek view on nudity. 
During the late republic, however, the Romans were more in direct contact with Greeks and 
Greek art and thus became more accustomed to nudity in art.149 This means that they adapted 
the Greek view and started making copies as well as original work of nude sculptures. Even 
with the more relaxed view on nudity in art Venus only appeared partly nude on a coin at the 
time of the civil wars 42 BC and is only seen from behind. But Romans before this time had 
already been plundering and bringing home nude art of Greek gods. After the sack of Corinth 
146 BC, Greek sculptors began to be in high demand in Rome, especially for cult images in the 
temples.150  
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4.3. Sculptures – Greek vs Roman 

In Greek society and art youth were idolized and seen as perfect, so Greek sculptures were often 
depicted as young and ideal. Roman society and art on the other hand idealize age and 
experience in the late republic. This is seen in Roman sculpture as they did not hide signs of 
ageing. On the contrary, they glorified them.151  

Doryphoros (440 BC) by Polykleitos is considered to be made based on a canon using 
numerical harmonies to achieve beauty. Polykleitos believed that numbers could reveal the 
hidden order of the world around him. Similarly, it is believed that some Aphrodite sculptures 
were also calculated on a mathematical scale.152 The Greeks believed that beauty came from 
balance, rhythm, harmony and symmetry throughout the body.153 Maybe the ideal female 
proportions they talk about in the ancient texts followed this mathematical scale, but during 
antiquity it was so obvious that they did not write it down, with the exception of Polykleitos. 
Possibly this was because it concerned women and therefore was not seen as important as men. 
Sheila Dillon, who writes about sculptures of mortal women, suggests that the faces of female 
sculptures could have had generalised facial features, but there was no ideal face for all female 
sculptures.154 

Women were at most times excluded from public life, at least ideally, and thought of as 
wild and passionate, and therefore threatened the stability of the male society. This led to 
women being sculptured with clothes covering their bodies, in order to show that they were 
contained and controlled. However, sculptors became skilled in suggesting the body underneath 
the fabric. The seclusion for women was explicitly for keeping their good reputation and white 
complexion.155 This can be interpreted as Roman women did not go out without her husband’s 
or father’s permission and therefore had a good reputation. It was maybe important to distance 
yourself as far as you could from the lower classes of society, in this case prostitutes and slaves. 
The whiteness meant that they did not get tanned in the sun, showing that women stayed inside 
and did not have to work. 

It is likely that more ancient sculptures of nude Aphrodite and Venus have survived than 
any other divinity. The female nude is, according to Havelock, one of the most prominent and 
original works made by the ancient sculptors. Praxiteles’ nude Aphrodite in three dimensions 
and monumental form (350 BC) was a huge inspiration for Greek sculptors and later an 
inspiration to the Romans who spread these sculptures far and wide in their empire.156 A lot of 
copies of the Knida sculpture were made during the late Hellenistic period, but most of them in 
reduced scale. Many versions were made of the goddess kneeling, standing, crouching, turning, 
and holding different items, such as a mirror or a shield.157 The Knida was praised by ancient 
writers as extraordinarily lifelike. A powerful goddess portrayed in this way was meant to 
arouse sexual desire as well as religious awe.158 When we find female nudity in art it is almost 
always sexually charged. Often in both sculpture and on vase paintings the men are exercising 
a forbidden gaze while the woman or goddess is taking a bath or washing herself.  

Havelock writes about the Knida sculpture and argues that the nude female in Greece was 
a religious symbol, but also had a connection with childbearing and fertility of the earth.159 
Could it be that the Knida was an example of that if a woman had broad hips and large breast 
she was a suitable woman? And consequently, were such proportions viewed as desirable? Ian 
Jenkins writes that all other sculptures of a nude Aphrodite and Venus are inspired by the Knida 
sculpture, but I disagree. Many of them are of course, like the Capitoline or Medici, but others 
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look different, such as the Crouching and Melos sculptures. These are nude or half nude but 
look very different from the Knida sculpture.  

One thing to observe is that almost all the sculptures have some kind of garment with them. 
Is this garment there to cover up erotic areas (the half-nude sculptures), to help us not to forget 
that they are nude, like the Knida sculpture and her copies, or is there another reason for it being 
there? My opinion is that it was rather an excuse to make a nude sculpture in a society that 
frowned upon nude females. I suggest that Praxiteles wanted to push the boundaries with the 
pretext that he was sculpting a religiously cleansing act, and therefore was allowed to depict the 
goddess nude. Even though women saw and probably appreciated these Aphrodite and Venus 
sculptures as much as men,160 the written sources we use to understand what the ancients 
thought of the sculptures are almost all written by men.  

Greek gods and goddesses had a human form and although they were immortal and had 
powers, they could be vain, fickle, and treacherous. The Greeks had the idea that the deity 
herself inhabited the sculpture that represented her and therefore the sculpture had power.161 
According to Hallett, depicting noble women nude was a Roman invention, despite the initial 
reservation in Rome to nude portraits. However, in these cases, women were portrayed in the 
guise of a goddess. This was still not as common as men portrayed nude – there are over 300 
remaining sculptures of nude mortal men compared to only 16 surviving sculptures of mortal 
women.162 

The nude sculptures of women who adapted a goddess features were never seen as a real 
depiction of their bodies, but rather a “costume” that made some statement about the woman, 
that other sculptures could not. For Romans the nude portrait was so artificial, and far removed 
from real life, that it was acceptable to portray even a respectable married woman nude.163 If 
more women (than just Sappho) had written down how they saw the sculptures, would it have 
been in awe, jealousy or as an ideal to live up to? Maybe that would answer a lot of questions 
about why so many sculptures of the goddesses are found, what they meant to society and why 
noble women were sculptured like them. 

Modern authors connect nude sculptures with nudity in general and try to show how 
restricted the Romans were in comparison to the Greeks. Perhaps they were, but many of the 
sculptures of the goddesses are Roman. This plurality of Roman sculptures can depend on that 
more sculptures are preserved, or because the Romans mass produced sculptures, although nude 
sculptures were maybe not as normal as clothed or sculptures of men, but because of this mass 
production there are still many remaining.  

  

4.4. Colour and Hair 

Most sculptures which have survived from antiquity are made of white marble, because the 
Mediterranean had many quarries with that material. It was earlier thought that white was the 
preferred colour of the ancient Greece but rather the opposite is true – the ancient Greeks often 
both coloured and gilded their sculptures.164 

Paint have been used to enhance marble statues since the archaic period, on details such as 
the hair, lips, cheeks, irises, and drapery. We cannot be sure, however, if large parts of the flesh 
were painted or if it was just polished to keep the white colour of the marble. Male nude 
sculptures could be painted a bit darker as pale tones were reserved for women. This does not 
mean that female sculptures were never painted. Havelock, who has studied the Knida sculpture 
extensively, writes that her flesh may have been applied with a light tint but that her hair, eyes, 
lips, cheeks, and jewellery were surly painted. She means that her hair could have been gilded, 
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as the goddess many times is described as “golden”.165  
A life-size Roman sculpture’s head of the goddess Minerva, currently at the British 

Museum, have given great insight when it comes to the colour of sculpture heads. The lips were 
apparently coloured in a skin tone before colouring them in a reddish-brown-pink colour.166 
One thing that all the Aphrodite and Venus sculptures in this study have in common is that none 
of them have any pubic hair, and Havelock mean that at least the Knida sculpture has no need 
for pubic hair because her mature sexuality is visible anyway, with the roundness of her hips, 
developed breasts and her rich and full surface of flesh unlike more girlish bodies.167 I agree, 
and maybe that is the case with most of the other sculptures too. My theory is that perhaps it 
was unlike female goddesses to have hair anywhere but on their head, and it was more about 
fashion rather than to show that the goddess was mature. This conclusion I base on that I found 
no hair whatsoever on any of the sculptures in this study except on their head. You can neither 
see arm pit hair in any of the sculptures, and as mention by Henderson in the Lysistrata 
comments, depilation of body hair was common for women.168 Bronze sculptures could use 
gold, silver, and copper to contrast the colour, and glass and ivory could be used for the eyes.  

It is difficult to say if and how the original sculptures of the copies used in this study were 
painted, because today almost all colour is lost. We can only speculate if these sculptures were 
painted and if so, how? I am inclined to believe that they were, and that in some cases a light 
colour was put on the flesh of the sculptures. In extension maybe some rouge was applied to 
make them lifelike, but also that in some cases they left the white marble as it was, and just 
polished it to make a smooth surface. How they decided if they were going to paint the 
sculptures or not, we can again only speculate. It is possible that factors such as how fine grain 
the marble was on the sculpture may have played a role. The same thing with the hair, it is hard 
to say, but for Aphrodite and Venus, I suggest that it was probably sometimes gilded with gold 
because the ancient texts says they had golden hair. 169 

When it comes to painting of sculptures, my opinion is that not the entire sculpture was 
painted but some things were supposed to have colour, like the clothes or hair. However, this 
study has shown that ideally the skin was white and pink or red. They probably also painted 
parts of the flesh with red or pink to make the sculpture look more alive and fit into the beauty 
ideal of all periods. 

4.5. Comparison of the Empirical Material 

Starting with the empirical material, this study compares sculptures and texts to each other. 
During the period 700-400 BC, the most important traits in literature were to be white and rosy. 
Aphrodite is described with a golden crown (probably meaning hair), tender breasts and slender 
feet. The mortal population is described with beauty features such as graceful forms, 
measurements and proportions, beautiful hair, and breasts like Cydonian apples.  

Do these beauty traits match the sculptures? When it comes to graceful form and 
proportions clues can be found in the texts. This study suggests that the sculptures perhaps 
match an ideal, because the sculptures all look natural and lifelike. When the beauty traits are 
described in the texts, they are never extreme or anything that could not be found in normal 
people just that they are more beautiful in every aspect. Furthermore, the sculptures’ physical 
forms look healthy, they are tall and have distinct curves. Great examples of this are the Knida 
sculpture and de Milo (the Melian) sculpture. The description of their bust talks about the tender 
breasts, the fine set of tits and breast like Cydonian apples. The tender and fine sets of tits 
(‘tender’ means delicate and soft170 and ‘fine set’ I believe mean quite large; if they were very 

 
165 Havelock, 1995, 13f. 
166 Jenkins, 2015, 88. 
167 Havelock, 1995, 19. 
168 Henderson, 1987, 77f. 
169 Hom. Hymn Ven. 6.1–18; 169 Ov. Ars am. 3.440–466; Dio Chrys. Encomium on Hair (no lines). 
170 Britannica Academic s.v. tender.  
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small, I believe they would instead comment on their small size) are visible in almost all the 
sculptures. But the breasts are in most cases not the size of apples, or that would be 
unrealistically large apples. Moreover, they do not resemble the form of apples. A few 
sculptures such as Kallipygos, Frejus, Capua and Esquiline have smaller breasts (bust 
measurement scaled c. 100-110 cm) than the rest and therefore it could be argued that their 
breasts look like apples.  
 
During the period 400-1 BC the literary sources describe several attributes as desirable. Many 
of the things found in the earlier period, like whiteness, proportions and that the goddess had 
golden hair, is also mentioned. Venus is compared to a beautiful girl with a bronzed coloured 
body. This may be interpreted that Venus was not imagined as white in this scenario, and 
therefore it could be more desirable to be bronze coloured. It may, however, also reflect just the 
specific author’s opinion of beauty, or even just an accurate description of the girl, without 
meaning that Venus was envisioned as bronze coloured.  

Ovid writes about almost the whole body and means that all its parts can be beautiful. The 
most interesting thing with Ovid’s description is that he writes about a “long and beautiful side 
and a smooth body beneath the bosom”171 which is almost never mention in other textual 
sources. This description matches the sculptures, all of them have smooth bodies (at least those 
who are standing relatively straight) and many of them are tall and therefore have subjectively 
long beautiful sides. As it is clearly seen in the sculptures it is odd that this is not mentioned 
more often in the textual sources, however this makes me think that smoothness of the body 
maybe was not as important as other parts.  

The feature that separates the period 400-1 BC from the others is primarily some 
individuals’ unorthodox thoughts that does not seem to match general beauty ideals. For 
example, Marcus Argentarius “defends” a girl who seems to be too skinny to have a perfect 
body.172 This tells us that a little more flesh on the body was probably ideal and desirable. 
Asclepiades also strays from the ideal when he defends a black girl’s beauty (in contrast to 
white as the ideal) and means that he does not care that she is black, she is beautiful anyway.173 
174As in the period 700-400 BC breasts are described as apples or fruits of the strawberry tree 
and it seems to be too small to match many of the sculptures.  

 
During the period 1-200 AD a lot of passages focus on hair and claims that neither goddesses 
nor mortal women would be beautiful without hair. All the sculptures match this – everyone 
has hair and a fair amount of it. Moreover, all of them have it in a bun or a knot rather than 
flowing down their shoulders. The long hair could symbolize that they could afford to have 
long hair and could take proper care of it, which probably required money, which suggest that 
long hair was not just a beauty trait but also a symbol of status. It seems that curly hair was in 
the highest fashion during this era, and it was common to dye it in different colours, like golden 
and use perfume to make it smell good. The sculptures researched in this study all have curly 
hair, is curly hair a beauty ideal from humans who influenced the sculptures or the other way 
around? Descriptions of both Aphrodite and Venus are found during this period. Apuleius 
describes them with words like ambrosial complexion, body’s voluptuousness and perfect 
figure. These terms describe a curvy goddess but still with a perfect figure. These three qualities 
are also found in the same passage which mean that the author (Apuleius) thinks that a perfect 
figure is curvy. This is something we can observe in the sculptures as almost all of them are 
curvy and that is supported by the measurements and the percentage between the different body 
parts. The research made in this study tells us that the bust of the sculptures is almost a quarter 
bigger than the waist. The hips and buttocks are 20 and 30 % larger respectively, which gives 
the sculptures an hourglass shaped body.  

 
171 Ov. Am. 5.13–23. 
172 Marcus Argentarius Greek anthology 5, 102. LCL 67. 
173 Asclepiades Greek anthology 5, 210. LCL 67. 
174 This conclusion that white is the desired colour is that Asclepiades must defend the girl being black as my 

interpretation of the translation is. 
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Makeup also seems to have been an issue during this time as all the text’s passages talking 
about it are against it, and it would be interesting to know if the sculptures were painted as 
having makeup. It may be that they were meant to be inspirations to women, trying to look like 
Aphrodite or Venus and therefore used makeup, or maybe socially pressured to be perfect. I 
argue that in a patriarchal society there were a lot of male expectation on how women should 
look, based on what men have seen on the sculptures. There may have been a collective mind 
that women should strive to look like the sculptures. I suggest that women have seen the 
sculptures and by the pressure of society tried to imitate them.   

Other authors meant that beauty was to be tall, have a ruddy complexion, lovely breasts 
and, as in the earlier time periods, have great proportions or a delicate figure. However, only a 
few of the smaller sculptures have what I would call a delicate figure, whereas most of the 
sculptures in this study has a fuller figure.175 One author, Alciphron, writes about beauty as 
being “spare and juicy” which also speaks for the curvier figure as the ideal. Finally, Achilles 
Tatius writes about proportions that may reflect the ideal, as he writes, “the deep-set navel, the 
long slight curve of the belly, the narrow waist, broadening down to the loins, the breasts gently 
swelling from her bosom”.176 This is a clear reflection of the sculptures, the hourglass shape. 

 
During the period 200-500 AD there were not a lot of authors writing about beauty. Things 
mentioned during this period is much of the same as the other periods. Most focus lies on the 
breasts’ firmness, roundness, softness, rosiness, and they are the size of apples. The sculptures’ 
breasts are round and looks firm, but the softness and rosiness are difficult to have an opinion 
on. 

During this period Sidonius write about a girl that is mocked because of the smallness of 
her breasts.177 Sidonius makes it clear here that small breasts are not as desirable as large 
breasts, which can be supported by the sculptures as most of them have large breasts. The most 
unique testimony during this period is that there are masculine traits that is used to describe 
girls, for example when Philostratus describes a woman he writes that her beauty is of a 
masculine type and Nonnos who writes that a girl took her clothes off her muscular limbs.178 
Can these passages show a shift in beauty ideals or are they coincidental? In the description of 
Medici, de Milo and von Capua sculptures, I mention that their muscles are visible under their 
skin, which could be a beauty ideal during this time if we follow Philostratus and Nonnos.  

 
Finally, some authors are of uncertain date. Reposianus described Venus, and the most 
interesting with his text is that he wrote “not wholly on her back is she reclined, but with a 
gentle bend of the body where side meets side.”179 This is interesting because this is only the 
second clear statement (the other is Achilles Tatius) which writes about a small waist. The 
thinness of the waist is always present in the sculptures but not in the texts. Something so 
distinctly shown in the sculptures, in this study, would be expected to appear more often in the 
texts. The second author of uncertain date, Rufinus, wrote several pornographic texts. He is also 
one of the few in these passages that writes (more or less clearly) about women’s vaginas. He 
also describes their breasts and use the word apples. Rufinus is also one of the few who writes 
about the attractions of buttocks, that they are desirable. Alciphron does as well, in the time 
period of 1-200 AD, but not many others.180 In almost all sculptures the buttocks are prominent. 
The reason it does not appear often in the texts is curious. I think, that when they talk about 
proportions and having a fuller figure, the buttocks and the smaller waist are too obvious parts 
that many authors saw it belonging to the “package” of good proportions.  
 

 
175 See note 128. 
176 Ach. Tat. Leucippe and Clitophon 1.1. 10–12. 
177 Sid. Apoll. Pomes II Panegyric 425–431. 
178 Philostr. Imag. 15 Meleager 8–21; Nonnos, Dion 48.108–124. 
179 Reposianus The intrigue of Mars with Venus 117–130. 
180 Other finds of the word buttocks are difficult, but they are many suggestions that possibly could mean 

buttocks in all periods. 
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The proportions that were found in the literary sources studied showed that a curvy body was 

desired. After measuring the sculptures, a set of proportions was found in their bodies. If you 

took the average measurements of all of the sculptures and compare them to each other, you 

find that the buttocks have the largest circumference of the body closely followed by the bust. 

The buttocks have 4.4 % larger circumference than the bust and 8.4 % larger circumference 

than the hips. The waist had the smallest circumference of them all and shows that the bust 

should be 24.7 % larger, the hips 20.1 % larger and the buttocks 30.2% larger. The bust was 

also just a bit bigger than the hips with a 3.9 % bigger circumference. These results give us an 

idea of the proportions the sculptures reflect, and that is an idea of a person with large beasts, 

small waist, quit broad hips and a large buttock. 

4.6. Using proportions – The Case of Arles 

One sculpture that does not quite fit the mould is the sculpture from Arles, which may be a copy 
of Aphrodite of Thespiae. This marble sculpture dates to the end of the 1st century BC.181  

 The sculpture is unique because it deviates from the 
ideal in certain aspects. Firstly, she is far from as curvy as 
the norm, her sides are almost straight. Secondly, her bust is 
not as prominent as in other sculptures of this size. The bust 
measurement is scaled 103.8 cm, which is the second 
smallest, and her waist is 87.1 cm. In relation to each other, 
the bust is 19% larger than the waist, rather than 25% which 
is the norm. Considering how close in measurements all the 
other sculptures are to each other this is a considerable 
deviation. 

The reason for this deviation may be found in the 
sculpture’s modern history. When this sculpture was found 
in 1651, they were not certain if it was Aphrodite or 
Artemis.182 The sculptor Francois Girardon, who was in 
charge of the restoration, put a mirror in one of her hands 
and an apple (representing the apple Paris gave Aphrodite) 
in the other. It is thought that Girardon also removed a layer 
from the surface on the torso because she is slenderer now 
than when they first took a plaster cast.183 Based on my 
measurements it is highly possible that a layer of her surface 
has been removed by Girardon. As stated above she is very 
“uncurvy” to be an Aphrodite or Venus sculpture. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
181 Adolf Furtwängler, in ''Meisterwerke der Griechischen Plastik (Berlin), 1893. 
182 The pose and the clothing suggest that it is supposed to be Aphrodite, because Artemis would be portrayed in 

a more “attacking” stance and surly her torso would not be exposed. 
183 Ridgway 1976, 147f.  
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5. Conclusion -The Final Measurement 

This study aimed to explore how the ancient goddesses of beauty, Aphrodite and Venus, were 

physically portrayed in sculpture, with regard to physical beauty standards in ancient texts of 

their time. To achieve this, the study investigated sculptures of the goddesses using both 

iconographical and iconological theories. The literary sources were studied semiotically how 

beauty was described in ancient texts, elucidating beauty standards. 

From this study we can answer the question which beauty standards that are comparable to 

the sculptures. The beauty standards are simultaneously clear and superfluous, as well as scarce 

and difficult to comprehend. The best example is probably the discussion of good proportions. 

Ancient authors often wrote that proportions were one of the most crucial things when it came 

to beauty, however no one mentions what these proportions were. With some interpretation, 

analysis and reading of other descriptions of beauty and physical shape one can see a pattern 

emerges, but the problem is the conflicting arguments and authors’ different taste. Another 

difficulty with beauty standards is that during the centuries different authors think different 

traits as beautiful, but that separation is not very clear. Something that was beautiful around 700 

BC can disappear and then reappear in texts 500 years later. Have those standards lived through 

the centuries or were they unpopular during those 500 years? Therefore, the way to get an 

answer on what the beauty standards were, is to look at what was most recurring during the 

centuries and what was not mentioned as often.  

Good proportions, whiteness, beautiful hair, rosiness, firm breasts and a lovely face were 

often mentioned. Legs, blackness, small waist, curviness, genitals and back occur less often. 

Except of a few mentions of the thighs, the legs are not mentioned as much as other body parts. 

Blackness is quite clear why it is not desirable, as it is the opposite of whiteness, the more 

desirable colour, as mention by numerous authors. A beautiful black female is only described 

once by Asclepiades which he had to defend, that she is beautiful although she is black, 

according to my interpretation. A small waist and curviness are a couple of things that was not 

mentioned often but may help in understanding what good proportions were. Rufinus is one of 

few who writes openly about female genitals. Maybe it was taboo to talk about female genitals, 

as the norm was that women at all times were supposed to be covered. Whiteness and rosiness 

have been popular during all time periods, probably because of what it stands for rather than 

how it looks. It symbolises that women could be controlled and kept indoors, and that they had 

no need to work outside. The rosiness indicated vitality and that the woman is healthy. 

Apparently, it was also desirable to have firm breasts and breasts like apples, which was 

expressed during all time periods. Beautiful hair does not seem to have a specific colour, but 

Aphrodite and Venus were always described as having golden hair. For the general population 

hair was seemingly important according to the texts, especially during 1-200 AD.  

 The sculptures although there are always exceptions look generally, curvy, tall, have large 

breasts, long hair, and a blank expression. Most of this overlap with the beauty ideals well, if 

my conclusion that good proportions correspond to a curvy figure is right. Being tall is a trait 

that is mentioned a couple of times in the literary sources, and a majority of the sculptures are 

relatively tall. Beautiful and perky breasts have also been mentioned many times in the literary 

sources. Many of the sculptures have large breasts, which we can assume means that they are 

beautiful. Although the sculptures have a blank expression, they all have well-constructed faces, 

the loveliness of which is highly subjective. Both the literary sources and the interpretations of 
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the sculptures conclude that a curvy body with an hourglass shape is desirable. The 

measurements taken of the sculptures support this result.  

 The conclusion regarding the sculptures, is that they correspond to the ancient authors’ 

physical descriptions for the most part. While there are many beauty descriptions the most 

mentioned parts can be seen in most of the sculptures. The sculptures are supposedly made to 

look like the goddess of beauty and even though they are made during different times in 

antiquity they look in many aspects the same. Also, the measurements of the sculptures are too 

similar not to be some sort of ideal. That supports my conclusion that a unanimous beauty ideal 

existed, and the sculptures follow them, although to different degrees. We can also conclude 

that the beauty ideals were probably not only directed at those who could read or were rich, as 

Morris argue in section 4.1, trends and ideals spread to lower classes as well.  

To summarise the sculptures, as far as this study can say, follow the physical beauty ideals 

seen in the ancient texts. Although the sculptures do not follow the written ideals exactly, they 

keep them to some degree. As discussed in the section 1.1.1. Copies, all sculptors have their 

own twist and style that makes every sculpture unique, and they still seem to convey the ancient 

ideas of beauty.  
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Appendix – Photographs of Sculptures 

1. Venus of Frejus  
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2. Aphrodite of Knidos 

 

 184 

 
184 In the three fist pictures there is a folding ruler, which is not a part of the sculpture. 
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3. Venus Colonna 
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4. Aphrodite Medici 
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5. Capitoline Venus 
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6. Aphrodite Kallipygos  
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7. Crouching Aphrodite 
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8. Capuan Venus  

 

    

  



 

60 

9. Venus De Milo 
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10. Marcia Furnilla as Venus 
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11. Esquiline Venus  
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12. Aphrodite of Arles 

 

   

 

 


