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Abstract
Does sexuality have a past? A growing body of archaeological research
on sexuality demonstrates that the sexual politics of the past were as
richly varied and complex as those of the present. Furthermore, in-
vestigations of past sexualities have much to say about conventional
archaeological topics such as state formation, subsistence and settle-
ment systems, and the emergence and elaboration of symbolic systems,
and they have made methodological and theoretical contributions to
the archaeology of social identities and visual representations. To date,
most research has clustered into five groupings: reproduction manage-
ment, sexual representations, sexual identities, prostitution, and the sex-
ual politics of institutions. The most intriguing new development is the
growing application of queer theory as an archaeological methodol-
ogy for investigating nonsexual as well as sexual matters. In particular,
queer theory provides a methodological bridge between archaeological
research on sexuality and research on other aspects of social identity.
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INTRODUCTION

Less than 15 years ago, a review of sexuality
studies in archaeology would have merited little
more than a substantial footnote. With the
exception of a few pioneering studies, discus-
sion of sexuality was generally subsumed under
“fertility” and associated “cults” of phallic
or goddess worship. More commonly, ar-
chaeological interpretations relied on latent
sexual narratives that portrayed people in the
past as monogamous heterosexual couples
whose sex lives were oriented entirely toward
reproduction. This view was supported by a
legacy of sex negativity in archaeology, which
has suppressed evidence of sexual diversity in
the past. In many parts of the world, sexually
explicit artifacts, especially those portraying
same-sex sexual acts, have been destroyed
because of their illicit content. Others have
been sequestered in private collections or in
restricted-access museum assemblages (such
as the famous Cabinet of Obscene Objects
in the Naples Archaeological Museum) and
censored from archaeological publications
(Clarke 1998, p. 148; Davis 2001; Taylor 2006,
pp. 73–74).

It is not yet clear whether this situation
has significantly changed. Most archaeologi-
cal texts still read as if they were written to
be approved by a morals committee for the
promotion of family values. When sex is men-
tioned, it is still largely discussed in terms of
reproduction. These archaeological narratives
reify the mistaken notion that the complex sex-
ual politics of the present are a uniquely mod-
ern phenomenon, divorced from the rich cul-
tural traditions of the past. Fortunately, the
trope of universal, reproductive heterosexual-
ity is no longer the only perspective avail-
able. In the past two decades, a broad cor-
pus of archaeological scholarship has emerged
that takes sexuality seriously. This work is not
only transforming our archaeological inter-
pretations of past societies but also challeng-
ing conventional understandings of sexuality
itself.

ARCHAEOLOGY REDISCOVERS
SEXUALITY

The current wave of scholarship represents
both a continuation of and a break from
archaeology’s long entanglement with sexuality
studies. The formulation of modern concepts
of sexuality has deep roots in the archaeolog-
ical past. For example, the term pornography
(literally, whore-writing) was coined in 1850 by
German archaeologist C. O. Müller to classify
a diverse set of objects and images found
at Pompeii; this archaeological term rapidly
migrated into nineteenth-century law through
edicts such as the British Obscene Publications
Act of 1857 (Clarke 2003, pp. 11–12). J. J.
Winckelmann’s eighteenth-century studies of
ancient art and John Symonds’s A Problem in
Greek Ethics (1901) were instrumental points
of reference for sexologists who formulated
current medico-psychological theories of
sexual orientation (Davis 1996, Verstraete &
Provencal 2006). Other nineteenth-century
Europeans turned to Egyptology for counter-
cultural models of sexual potency, bisexuality,
gender ambiguity, and homoeroticism (Meskell
1998a). Sigmund Freud, whose psychological
theories located human subject formation in
the struggle to resolve conflicting sexual drives,
was an avid antiquities collector and made
extensive use of archaeological terminology
and metaphors (Ucko 2001). North America’s
most prominent twentieth-century sexologist,
Alfred Kinsey, also collected erotic artifacts and
collaborated in Larco Hoyle’s (1965) analysis
of prehistoric Peruvian ceramics. Today, both
advocates and opponents of homosexual and
transgendered human rights cite historic
precedents as justification for their positions.
As a result of these entanglements, there is no
clear boundary between “our” (modern) sexu-
alities and “their” (ancient) sexualities because
current understandings of our sexual selves
have been formed in no small part through
engagement with the archaeological record.

What distinguishes the recent florescence of
sexuality research in archaeology is a sincere
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effort to attend to the cultural and historical
specificity of sexuality rather than to interpret
archaeological finds as evidence of universal
principles of human sexual behavior. In this
vein, some have cogently argued that “sexu-
ality” is perhaps the wrong starting point for
this enterprise (e.g., Halperin et al. 1990; Joyce
2004; Meskell 1999, p. 88, 2002; Voss 2005).
Ethnographic studies have long demonstrated
that what is considered “sexual” varies radically
across and within cultural groups (Boellstorff
2007). Foucault’s (1978) now-familiar argu-
ment locates the formation of a cultural field
of sexuality in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century shift from religious to medico-juridical
regulation of sexual practices. Thus alongside
considerations of cultural difference, most ar-
chaeological contexts are also chronologically
“before sexuality” in that the cultural poetics
of desire in many past societies were not cate-
gorized into a unitary field labeled “sexuality”
(Halperin et al. 1990, pp. 4–6). For example,
Meskell (1999) demonstrates that scholars of
ancient Egypt might better approach the sub-
ject through a study of the “libidinal economy”
of bodily fluids and boundaries, including but
not limited to those considered sexual in our
own culture. Archaeological research increas-
ingly defamiliarizes modern sexuality and re-
veals the particularity of present-day assump-
tions about human sexuality.

The archaeological turn toward questions of
sexual difference began in classical archaeology.
In 1970, Brendel (1970) contrasted erotic rep-
resentations from classical Greece and Rome
with those from pre-Columbian Peru and me-
dieval India. Next, Dover’s landmark Greek
Homosexuality (1978) analyzed painted ceram-
ics and classical texts to argue that male-male
sexual relationships in ancient Greece were not
equivalent to twentieth-century homosexual-
ity; instead, Greek male-male sexuality was an
expression of broader sexual hierarchies be-
tween insertive adult male citizens and their
subordinate receptive partners (youths, slaves,
foreigners, and women). Praise and criticism
of Dover’s conclusions launched a veritable
explosion of classical scholarship on sexual-

ity (e.g., Clarke 1998, Halperin et al. 1990,
Kampen 1996, Richlin 1992, Winkler 1989).
Although most research in classical archaeology
has focused on male sexuality, two texts—Naked
Truths (Koloski-Ostrow & Lyons 1997) and
Among Women (Rabinowitz & Auanger 2002)—
have brought greater attention to female sexu-
ality in the classical world. Today, the study of
classical sexualities has become sufficiently in-
corporated into the mainstream to warrant an
undergraduate textbook on the subject (Skinner
2005).

Despite anthropology’s long tradition of
frank engagement with questions of sexuality,
anthropological archaeologists have been much
slower to investigate sexuality. Studies of sex-
uality in anthropological archaeology initially
developed through applications of feminist the-
ory to archaeological research (Voss 2000b).
Early research in this tradition framed sex-
uality as a product of gender relations. The
first text to break from this mold was Taylor’s
The Prehistory of Sex (1996). Three edited col-
lections soon followed: Archaeologies of Sexual-
ity (Schmidt & Voss 2000); Indecent Exposure
(Bevan 2001a); and “Queer Archaeologies,” a
special issue of the journal World Archaeol-
ogy (Dowson 2000). Additionally, several re-
cent monographs provide in-depth studies of
sexuality in a variety of archaeological con-
texts (e.g., Bourget 2006, Gilchrist 1994, Joyce
2000b, Meskell 1999, Meskell & Joyce 2003,
Strassburg 2000, Voss 2008a). In 2004, the Uni-
versity of Calgary hosted the first conference
dedicated to the subject, “Que(e)rying Archae-
ology,” the proceedings of which are currently
in press. Over time, queer theory has become
increasingly prominent in archaeological stud-
ies of sexual matters. As a result, gender, sex-
uality, the body, and personhood have become
increasingly intertwined in archaeological in-
terpretations ( Joyce 2005).

REPRODUCTION MANAGEMENT

Archaeological studies of reproduction fore-
ground the complicated relationship between
biology and culture in sexuality research.
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Biological reproduction, necessary to the sur-
vival of the species, is commonly understood to
be one of the most universal and “natural” as-
pects of human sexuality. Yet for most primates,
including hominids, reproduction constitutes a
relatively small aspect of sexual activities and
relationships. “As extreme K-strategists, with
heavy parental investment in very few off-
spring . . . the amount of reproductive sex re-
quired for a person to pass on their genes effec-
tively is minimal” (Taylor 2006, p. 97). Because
primate and hominid sexual activities include a
wide suite of nonreproductive behaviors, sexu-
ality is more appropriately viewed as a learned
source for the exploration of pleasure, power,
and sociality alongside its reproductive aspects
(Abramson & Pinkerton 1995, Vasey 1998).

The mistaken assumption that all sexual acts
are, or should be, oriented toward reproduc-
tion has been exemplified by the archaeolog-
ical tendency to interpret representations of
the unclothed body and of sexual acts as evi-
dence of fertility rites. Recent critiques of this
widespread practice (e.g., Bailey 2005, Clark
2003, Hays-Gilpin 2004, Meskell 2007) are
careful not to discount human concerns with re-
production. Rather, the concept of “reproduc-
tion management” is more inclusive, including
both the prevention and the promotion of con-
ception as well as measures taken to interrupt
or support the development of the embryo or
fetus and to care for the birthing mother and
infant before, during, and after delivery. Repro-
duction management thus provides a means by
which the reproductive consequences of some
sexual activities can be either enhanced or sup-
pressed within a broader cultural context.

There is good archaeological evidence that
from ∼5000 bp onward, communities in many
parts of the world produced various material
devices for enhancing or repressing sexual re-
production, including plant-based medicines
and suppositories, caustic and blocking vaginal
pessaries, and tools used in abortions (Taylor
1996, pp. 85–96). This corresponds with what
some archaeologists have argued is an increase
in sexual images and artifacts during the on-
set of agriculture and herding, as people be-

came more directly involved in the reproduc-
tive cycles of plants and animals (Bolger 1996,
Ellis 2001, Kauffman Doig 2001, Kokkinidou
& Nikolaidou 1997, Taylor 2006). More spec-
ulatively, some researchers have argued that
cultural management of reproduction began
during early hominid bipedalism, about four
million years ago, because corresponding mor-
phological changes to the pelvis required social
involvement in birthing to ensure the survival
of the mother and child (Adovasio et al. 2007);
plant-based fertility medicines, abortion, bar-
rier contraception, and infanticide are argued to
have been a consistent feature of human repro-
ductive management since 40,000 bp (Bentley
1996, Taylor 1996).

In historical archaeology, discoveries of pre-
served condoms, pessaries, diaphragms, and
prophylactic medicines have garnered new in-
formation about the standardization and com-
mercialization of reproduction management
technologies from the seventeenth century to
the present (e.g., Gaimster et al. 1996, Karskens
1999, Meyer et al. 2005). Wilkie’s (2000,
2003) research on nineteenth-century African
American sexual magic and midwifery makes
a distinctive contribution by investigating the
ways that women made decisions “to mother
or not to mother” (Wilkie 2003, p. 147) in a
climate of racial oppression. Wilkie found that
spiritual and medicinal practices were seam-
lessly integrated in an “ethnomedical tool kit”
(Wilkie 2000, p. 138) that women and men
employed to prevent and promote childbear-
ing and to mediate tensions between the sexes.
“The contents of a single jar of Vaseline could
have been bought for use as a hair pomade, used
to help cure a bout of impotence, and then used
to treat a diaper rash . . . All of these magical-
medical cures indicated from the midwifery site
incorporated symbols that were strongly con-
nected with regulating sexual activity or treat-
ing the consequences of such activity” (Wilkie
2000, pp. 133, 139). Wilkie’s study illustrates
that the conceptual shift from fertility to repro-
duction management has not decoupled sexual-
ity from its reproductive aspects, but rather cre-
ated new possibilities to investigate the complex
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and culturally contingent relationships between
sex and reproduction.

REPRESENTATIONS

Representations of the body in general, and of
sexual organs and sexual activity in particular,
constitute the most prominent source of evi-
dence through which archaeologists have stud-
ied past sexualities. However, identifying what
is “sexual” is itself a challenge. On one hand, ar-
chaeologists have tended to downplay the sexual
content of the archaeological record. Paradoxi-
cally, at other times it seems that archaeologists
see sex everywhere, interpreting every carved
baton or incised line as phallic and every trian-
gle, curved groove, or oval as vulvaform. Fortu-
nately, a consensus is slowly emerging around a
set of best practices in analysis of bodily rep-
resentations and sexual imagery (Bahn 1986,
Bailey 2005, Clarke 1998, Frontisi-Ducroux
& Lissarrague 1990, Hays-Gilpin 2004, Joyce
2005, Kampen 1996, Meskell 2007, Yates 1993).
The first principle is that what is viewed as sex-
ual in our society may not be so in other cul-
tures, and vice versa. Display of the clothed or
unclothed body, or of particular body parts, may
or may not be sexualized. Not all sexual repre-
sentations are erotic, that is, designed to stimu-
late a sexual response in the viewer; sexual im-
ages may also be apotropaic, political, comical,
or religious. It follows that attention to context
is critical: Clarke (1998, p. 11) enjoins archae-
ologists studying sexual images and objects to
establish who made it (artist), who sponsored it
(patronage), when it was created (temporal con-
text), who looked at it (intended and unintended
audience), where people looked at it (physical
context), under what circumstances (social and
functional context), and what else it looks like
(iconographic models).

The second widely shared principle is to
avoid the fallacy of representation: the trap of
assuming that sexual representations are snap-
shots of real bodies and lived sexual practices
rather than creative interpretations and ideo-
logical presentations. “The job of representa-
tion, if we can call it that, is to reconfigure the

world; in the process it may help to challenge
or to reproduce social arrangements” (Kampen
1997, p. 267). Furthermore, the “polysemantic
nature of symbols” (Hays-Gilpin 2004, p. 19)
means that sexual images are inherently am-
biguous. Thus viewing is an active process in
which the viewer participates in constructing
the sexual narrative of representations. Some
of the most interesting archaeological research
on sexual representations considers how desire
influences the relationship between representa-
tions and social practice, for example, how the
seductive allure of a representation might fos-
ter conditions in which the viewer, “oblivious
to the membrane of the medium, engages in
a quasi-corporeal relationship with the image”
(Winter 1996, p. 21; see also Bailey 2005, Joyce
2000a, Kampen 1997).

In prehistoric archaeology, both figurines
and rock art have functioned as “Rorschach”
tests with regard to sexuality. The ambiguity of
many anthropomorphic painted and pecked im-
ages and carved or molded figures creates inter-
pretive dilemmas about even the most basic as-
pects of sexuality: “With surprising frequency,
one encounters figures with something fancy
between the legs that can’t readily be assigned to
one of two categories, neither penis nor vagina”
(Hays-Gilpin 2004, pp. 15–16). When two or
more figures are entwined, sexual relationships
become even more difficult to decipher.

Anthropomorphic prehistoric figurines,
such as the so-called goddess figurines of pre-
historic Europe and the Middle East, exemplify
the tangled relationship between reproduction
and sexuality. Longstanding interpretations of
these objects as fertility charms used in worship
of the Mother Goddess have been widely
challenged (Bailey 2005, pp. 12–24; Conkey &
Tringham 1995; Meskell 1998b; Talalay 1994),
with alternative interpretations emphasizing
themes of embodiment, sexual pleasure, and
sexual control. In an analysis of figurines from
the Balkan Neolithic, Bailey (2005, p. 180) ar-
gues that whether these objects were perceived
in terms of reproduction or pleasure, female
figurines with exaggerated genitalia and breasts
“made Neolithic people think about their
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bodies and about the bodies of others in es-
pecially sexual ways.” Similarly Meskell (2007,
p. 147) is studying figurines found in
Çatalhöyük, Turkey, to investigate “whether
the Neolithic was a sexual revolution, a period
of ‘self ’ exploration at a level not experienced
before.” In North America, recent studies of
prehistoric rock art have turned away from
facile accounts of “fertility magic” to explore
how the act of creating rock art is involved in
creating and renegotiating gender and sexual
identities (Hays-Gilpin 2004, Sundstrom
2004).

Peruvian “sex pots,” recovered from Moche
and other Andean early states, provide another
example of the changing approach to sexual rep-
resentations. These functional ceramic vessels
depict “lively little figures engaged in a startling
variety of acts involving the hands, nipples, gen-
itals, anus, mouth, and tongue” (Weismantel
2004, p. 495). Most Moche pots depict mas-
turbation, fellatio, and anal sex. The scarcity
of representations of heterosexual intercourse
puzzled researchers, who initially interpreted
the pots as portrayals of birth control tech-
niques, admonitions against taboo sexual prac-
tices, or representations of funerary sex ritu-
als [see Kauffman-Doig (2001, pp. 18–22) and
Bourget (2006, pp. 66–73) for syntheses of ear-
lier research]. More recent studies have drawn
attention to the sex pots’ archaeological context
as funerary offerings in high-ranking tombs.
Weismantel (2004, p. 502) argues that the ves-
sels “alter the definition of the reproductive
act” by depicting intergenerational transfers
of reproductive fluids outside of penile-vaginal
intercourse. For example, ceramics depicting
belly-to-back anal sex often include a tiny third
figure breastfeeding on the woman’s chest;
through this position, one reproductive fluid
(semen) is transformed into breast milk and
transferred through the woman to the infant.
Vessels shaped like masturbating skeletons fa-
cilitated the transfer of reproductive bodily flu-
ids from ancestors to the living. These and other
sexual images may have worked to consolidate
powerful elite lineages by emphasizing conti-
nuity of substance from one generation to the

next. Gero (2004) provides an alternative read-
ing of the Moche vessels by comparing them
with contemporary “copulation pots” found in
Andean Recuay mortuary contexts. The Recuay
pots depict heterosexual pairs copulating belly
to belly, often in public buildings with an at-
tending audience. This difference between the
Moche and Recuay ceramics suggests that sex-
ual politics were very different in the two adja-
cent polities: The Recuay emphasized comple-
mentary male-female sexuality, and the Moche
celebrated the solitary male orgasm as a power-
ful political act. Finally, Bourget’s (2006) analy-
sis of the Moche sex pots draws attention to the
performative dimensions of sexual and nonsex-
ual acts depicted on the ceramic vessels. Bour-
get concludes that the sex pots represent elite
funerary rituals involving sexual congress with
sacrificial victims. These victims become phys-
ically connected to ruling elite through sexual
and violent acts and serve as transitional indi-
viduals who facilitate ancestral involvement in
human, plant, and animal fertility.

What is particularly striking about Weis-
mantel, Gero, and Bourget’s divergent inter-
pretations of the Moche sex pots is that all
three turn to the ways that sexuality partic-
ipates in political projects, such as state for-
mation and the consolidation of power among
ruling lineages. Similarly, several archaeologists
have concluded that flourishing representations
of the body in prehistoric Mesoamerica, espe-
cially of the sexualized male body and of the
disembodied phallus, were implicated in state
ideologies that linked virility and self-sacrifice
to political power and imposed idealized ide-
ologies of masculinity on young men (Ardren
& Hixson 2006; Joyce 2000a,b; Perry & Joyce
2001).

As in the prehistoric examples given above,
new attention to context, ambiguity, and de-
sire is challenging conventional interpretations
of sexual representations from ancient Greece
and Rome. For example, scholars long assumed
that black- and red-figured Greek ceramics,
dating to ∼570–470 bce, were made for use in
the male homosocial environment of the Greek
symposium. However, most extant vases with
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sexual content were actually recovered from
Etruscan tombs in central and southern Italy,
raising questions about whether the vessels can
be used to study Athenian sexuality (Skinner
2005, pp. 80–81). Common themes in erotic
Greek pottery scenes are abduction, the sex-
ual practices of satyrs, heterosexual sex between
citizens and courtesans, and homoerotic and
homosexual scenes between adult citizens and
youths. New scholarship on these painted ves-
sels is notable for its attention to the con-
textual analysis of posture, gesture, and gaze,
both among the figures depicted on the pots
and the postures and gazes of the vessels’ users
(e.g., Elsner 1996, Frontisi-Ducroux 1996).
Rabinowitz’s (2002) attention to gaze and
gesture has been particularly instrumental in
identifying overlooked depictions of female ho-
mosocial and homoerotic imagery.

Research on sexuality in ancient Rome has
focused heavily on the frescos, mosaics, and ar-
tifacts uncovered in Pompeii and Herculaneum,
two Roman cities destroyed by volcanic erup-
tion in ad 79. Continuing the theme of gaze and
gesture, Clarke’s Looking at Lovemaking (1998,
pp. 1–4) presents a core thesis shared by many
scholars that Roman sexuality was “a sexual cul-
ture that operated under rules completely dif-
ferent from our own . . . where sexual pleasure
and its representation stood for positive social
and cultural values.” Clarke convincingly ar-
gues that many Roman sexual representations,
although widespread, were not erotic: For ex-
ample, recurring macrophallic imagery in mo-
saics, jewelry, and everyday household objects
used the comedy of the grotesque to guard
against the evil eye. Other sexual representa-
tions, such as small paintings of lovemaking,
were likely acquired to signal the wealth and
sophistication of the owner. Clark is inclined
to view Roman sexuality as liberated and free
of guilt, a stance that focuses on the sexual
pleasures of citizen men. A contrasting view of
Roman sexual imagery is provided by Richlin
(1992), whose attention to noncitizens (women,
slaves, foreigners, and prostitutes) reveals stark
power differentials. Roman representations of-
ten portrayed sexuality as an act that involved

the degradation of the weaker by the stronger
and conflated the violent and the sexual. The
contrast between Clarke and Richlin’s interpre-
tations of similar imagery exemplifies a perva-
sive question in classical archaeology, namely,
the degree to which the ancient Greeks and
Romans were like “us” in sexual matters. Over-
all, those studying male sexuality tend to argue
for radical difference, whereas studies of female
sexuality trace historical continuities in patterns
of sexual violence and objectification of the fe-
male body (Brown 1997, Richlin 1992, Salomon
1997).

IDENTITIES

The relationship between past and present sex-
ualities is especially fraught in the question
of identities. On one hand, there has been
a persistent interest in “finding” homosexuals
and transsexuals in the past to counter polit-
ical charges that same-sex sexuality and gen-
der bending are uniquely modern phenomena.
However, present-day sexual taxonomies, e.g.,
the categorizing of all those who have sex with
members of the same gender as “homosexual,”
can be traced to the formation of the medico-
juridical field of sexology in the late nineteenth
century. Some have argued that before the nine-
teenth century, there were no sexual identi-
ties, only sexual acts. Others distinguish the
concept of sexual orientation as a universal-
izing theory of innate physical/psychological
drives from sexual identities and subjectivities
that form in particular cultural and histori-
cal contexts (Boellstorff 2007, Halperin 2002,
Rabinowitz 2002, Voss 2005). A second core is-
sue is the relationship between gender and sex-
uality. The current emphasis on sexuality as a
determinant of social identity appears to be a
relatively modern and Western phenomenon,
with many present and past cultures emphasiz-
ing gendered difference more than sexual part-
ner choice. Queer theory, which foregrounds
the interdependence of gendered and sexual
identities, facilitates an integrated approach to
this question (Boellstorff 2007, Halperin 2002,
Joyce 2000c, Voss 2006a).

www.annualreviews.org • Sexuality Studies in Archaeology 323

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. A

nt
hr

op
ol

. 2
00

8.
37

:3
17

-3
36

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
rj

ou
rn

al
s.

an
nu

al
re

vi
ew

s.
or

g
by

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

M
A

SS
A

C
H

U
SE

T
T

S 
- 

B
O

ST
O

N
 o

n 
12

/0
2/

08
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



ANRV355-AN37-19 ARI 14 August 2008 11:57

Archaeological research on past sexual iden-
tities has focused on the classical Greek/Roman
kinaidos/cinaedus and the Native American two-
spirit. In classical Athens, the kinaidos was
an Athenian citizen who had prostituted him-
self; in the Roman Empire, cinaedii were men
who liked to be penetrated by other men,
whether or not for pay. The Greek/Roman ki-
naidos/cinaedus presents a particular paradox to
modern theories of sexual identity: In societies
where nearly all men participated in same-sex
sexual activities, how did some men come to be
categorized and stigmatized by their sexual in-
volvement with other men? Furthermore, did
kinaidos/cinaedus constitute a shared identity,
or did the terms refer to only to the stigma-
tized sexual act itself? Archaeological research
on kinaidos/cinaedus identities relies heavily on
painted ceramics and preserved classical texts.
The most prominent interpretation is the pen-
etrative hypothesis, which argues that ancient
Greeks and Romans viewed sex as a zero-sum
game in which shame accrued to the penetrated
(Dover 1978, Halperin 1990). Citizen adult
men who allowed or even enjoyed penetra-
tion were stigmatized because they had failed to
hold up the distinction between honorable cit-
izens and those who were routinely penetrated
because of their social status (youths, women,
slaves, foreigners, prostitutes). However, rep-
resentations depicting kinaidoi/cinaedii pene-
trating women and other men have been inter-
preted as indications that the kinaidos/cinaedus
was defined not through sexual acts but through
gender liminality, as persons who straddled
the boundary between masculinity and femi-
ninity (Gleason 1990, Skinner 2005, Winkler
1990). A third argument particular to ancient
Greece argues that the regulation of sexual-
ity was not oriented toward partner choice,
active/passive roles, or gender conformity but
toward the management of appetites, whether
for money, food, drink, or sex; a citizen who
prostituted himself displayed an inability to re-
strain his own desires (Davidson 1997). Re-
gardless, substantial evidence indicates that
kinaidoi/cinaedii participated in distinct sub-
cultures if not a shared identity (Clarke 2006,

Richlin 2006). Additionally, new studies of
sculpture and architecture emphasize other per-
vasive aspects of Greek and Roman male homo-
eroticism, such as idealization of the male body
and reciprocal male-male sexuality (Clarke
2006, Davidson 2001, Eger 2007).

In North America, studies of Native Amer-
ican two-spirits (also berdache and third- and
fourth-gender) figure prominently in archae-
ological studies of sexual identity. The term
two-spirit encompasses a wide range of trib-
ally specific identities associated with trans-
gendered dress and occupations, same-sex sex-
ual practices, hermaphrodism, and specialized
spiritual roles ( Jacobs et al. 1997). Archaeolo-
gists first studied two-spirit identities through
mortuary analyses that identified individuals
whose cultural gender (as identified by grave
goods and musculoskeletal stress markers) dif-
fered from their physical sex (Hollimon 1997,
Perry 2004, Whelan 1991), an approach that
emphasizes transsexuality as the determining
characteristic of two-spirit identity. Research
has recently broadened to incorporate archi-
tecture, rock art, occupation, craft, and ritual.
For example, the Chumash ‘Aqi were members
of an undertaking guild that included trans-
sexual biological men, men who have sex with
men, men without children, celibates, and post-
menopausal women. Becoming a Chumash ‘Aqi
required abstention from procreative sex acts
rather than a specific sexual or gender identity.
The antiquity of the ‘Aqi undertaker guild is
suggested by the long history of well-defined
cemeteries and systematic treatment of the
dead in the Chumash region since ∼7500 bp

(Hollimon 2000, 2001). Perry’s (2004, Perry
& Joyce 2001) research on Pueblo prehistory
links the development of large plaza settlements
∼1100 ce to the cultural codification of the
two-spirit Lhamana identity. The large central
plazas of new Pueblo settlements were used
for both repetitive everyday activities and cer-
emonial ritual acts, including the public rit-
ual performance of the transgendered Katsina,
Kolhamana. Prine (2000) has similarly exam-
ined architecture to investigate two-spirit Hi-
datsa miati, who were identified as male at birth
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but later adopted aspects of women’s gender
roles, assumed particular spiritual responsibili-
ties, and created households through relation-
ships with men. Hidatsa miati played a key
role in earth lodge-building ceremonies, medi-
ating the tension between feminine earth and
masculine sky. Also in the Northern Plains,
Sundstrom (2004) has studied Lakota and
Dakota rock art to reconstruct the practices
involved in Double Woman dream rituals,
in which some male dreamers are instructed
to live as women. Finally, gender ambiguity
among images of gods, rulers, and warriors is
well-documented in prehistoric Mesoamerica
(Looper 2002, McCafferty & McCafferty 1994,
Stockett 2005). What is striking about these
recent studies is the degree to which many two-
spirit identities appear to be formed predomi-
nantly in reference to spiritual roles and occu-
pational specialties. These identities reference,
but are not entirely defined through, sexuality.
Nor do they appear to be transgressive or abject
because although two-spirits cross and link gen-
der dualism, these roles are sanctioned by dual-
gendered deities and institutionalized roles that
can be filled only by two-spirits.

In Europe, several mortuary studies have in-
vestigated gender and sexual diversity within
prehistoric cemetery populations [e.g., Halsall
2001, Lucy 1997, Rega 1997; see Arnold
(2002) and Schmidt (2002, 2005) for discus-
sions of methodology]. Schmidt (2000, 2002)
and Strassburg (2000) have emphasized the
relationship between shamanism and gender
and sexual variability in prehistoric northern
Europe, where shamans harnessed both male
and female sexual potentials. Paradoxically, al-
though shamanistic identities may have crossed
gender and sexual norms, such ritual practi-
tioners likely contributed to the stability of
sexual norms (Strassburg 2000, p. 110), per-
haps similar to the way that celibate Catholic
priests enact marriage rites today. Other re-
searchers in Europe and India have reana-
lyzed rock art, figurines, and other imagery to
identify representations of same-sex couplings
and transgendered and ambiguously gendered
persons (Clark 2003, Danielsson 2002, Vasey

1998, Yates 1993). More than anything, the
wide range of gendered and sexual expressions
of identity found in the archaeological record
demonstrates the limitations of modern sexual
identity theories. If gender and sexual variabil-
ity in the past did not fit neatly within the mod-
ern categories of homosexual and transsexual,
then cross-sex sexualities were also likely con-
figured quite differently from what we consider
heterosexuality.

PROSTITUTION

Archaeological studies of prostitution con-
centrate on brothels in only two contexts:
first-century Pompeii, and nineteenth-century
North America. In Pompeii, McGinn (2002) in-
vestigated the extent to which Pompeii (and by
extension, other Roman cities) practiced moral
zoning. He found that brothels were located
throughout the city, in both elite and impov-
erished residential and commercial neighbor-
hoods. However, one cluster of buildings, in-
cluding the largest brothel in the town (the
Lupenar at VII), was a hub of commercial sex-
ual activity, with a large hotel, a sizeable tav-
ern, and a bathhouse adjacent to the brothel.
Clarke’s study of the famous wall paintings in
the Lupenar at VII argues that these visual rep-
resentations of sexual activity contributed to
an environment of fantasy in an atmosphere
of “rough-and-ready sexual commerce” (Clarke
1998, p. 206).

The study of prostitution in North America
has been driven largely by the discovery of
nineteenth-century brothel sites during mod-
ern urban redevelopment projects. The rise of
commercial sex generally, and brothel prosti-
tution specifically, has long been noted as a
characteristic of the post-1800 North American
industrial city. Red-light districts in rapidly
growing cities provided a precedent for mod-
ern urban planning and zoning ordinances. As
in Pompeii, excavations of North American
brothels are contributing new perspectives on
the sexual politics of urbanism (Hardesty 1994;
Seifert 1991, 2005). Initial research focused
on identifying the material characteristics that
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distinguished brothel sites: elevated frequen-
cies of artifacts associated with women’s fancy
dress, grooming, and hygiene; large numbers
of men’s buttons, presumably lost during the
rapid removal of clothing; and, frequently, ex-
pensive household goods and imported foods.
However, although brothel assemblages are
generally different from neighboring kin-based
households, no single brothel pattern has been
identified because “brothels of different peri-
ods and statuses are different from each other”
(Seifert & Balicki 2005, p. 65). Distinct re-
gional differences exist: For example, brothel
and saloon deposits in western North America
overlap considerably, as both were places where
male sociality was fostered by drinking, gam-
bling, and sexual entertainment, whereas east-
ern brothels are more distinct (Dixon 2005,
Spude 2005). Crib prostitution, in which small
rooms were rented by the shift to prostitutes
who lived elsewhere, was also more common in
western cities (Meyer et al. 2005).

One core research topic has been the eco-
nomic status of brothel prostitutes relative
to their nonbrothel neighbors. A widely used
methodology developed by Seifert (1991) uses
pattern analysis to compare artifacts and food
remains recovered at brothel sites with those
recovered from nonbrothel households and
boarding houses (Meyer et al. 2005, Seifert
1994, Seifert & Balicki 2005, Spude 2005,
Yamin 2005). These studies have consistently
found that brothels display higher levels of
conspicuous consumption and more abundant,
diverse, and high-quality food remains than
their neighbors. This finding was initially in-
terpreted as evidence that prostitutes enjoyed
a higher standard of living than did nonprosti-
tute working-class women, but recent studies
have questioned this conclusion. In St. Paul,
Minnesota, archaeologists excavated trash de-
posits from the front entryway of a brothel
site, where patrons would have gathered, and
general refuse deposits from the rear yard.
They found a sharp bifurcation in artifact
distribution, with expensive dishes and exotic
meats clearly consumed by patrons, whereas the
brothel residents consumed inexpensive foods

served on plain dishes [Ketz et al. 2005; see also
Meyer et al. (2005) and Yamin (2005) for simi-
lar cases in Los Angeles and New York]. These
findings challenge the assumption that brothel
residents enjoyed the trappings of middle- and
upper-class life: “When the women were not
working they lived no better than their sisters in
the tenements . . . The duality reveals exploita-
tion as well as economic well-being and pain as
well as pleasure” (Yamin 2005, p. 4).

The occupational hazards of prostitution
are also attested to by the high frequency of
health-related personal items found in brothel
deposits, such as douching paraphernalia, fe-
male urinals, pessaries, improvised barrier con-
traception devices, bulk quantities of prophy-
lactic fluids, and an abundance of opium- and
alcohol-rich patent and prescription medicines,
all suggesting “the relative seriousness of ail-
ments suffered by the women” (Ketz et al. 2005,
p. 80). Nursing shields, baby bottles, marbles,
dolls, and other toys document the presence of
children in brothel life. Whereas most research
on brothels has focused somewhat narrowly on
the economic aspects of the commercial sex
trade, two studies (Costello 2000, Dawdy &
Weyhing 2008) have used self-reflexive and nar-
rative methodologies to explore the compli-
cated webs of desire involved in the archaeolog-
ical study of prostitution. Additionally, brothel
research has focused rather narrowly on female
prostitutes and madams, ignoring male patrons
and men and boys who worked in the sex trade
as prostitutes, pimps, procurers, entertainers,
and servants. Despite these limitations, the rich
body of archaeological evidence gathered on
nineteenth-century North American brothels
demonstrates that the “world’s oldest profes-
sion” was also historically and culturally con-
tingent, participating in the industrialization,
urbanization, and commercialization of life in
North American cities.

INSTITUTIONS

Institutions of religion, conversion, and reform
have been the focus of archaeological investi-
gations of institutional sexuality. This work has
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been deeply influenced by Foucault’s (1978) his-
tories of the formation and regulation of sex-
ual subjectivities in institutional contexts. Like
Foucault, archaeologists have emphasized the
importance of architecture in fostering patterns
of movement and constraint. Gilchrist’s (1994,
2000) research on British medieval nunneries is
a case in point: She demonstrates that the celi-
bate sexuality of medieval religious women was
conditioned through the materiality of physi-
cal enclosure and visual imagery, both of which
elevated the senses and fostered ecstatic states
of consciousness involving contemplation of
union with Christ. Celibacy, although shared
between male and female religious, was not a
uniform practice: Nuns were more tightly clois-
tered and had poorer sanitation and less contact
with nonreligious, indicating a greater abnega-
tion of the body among female religious.

Institutions of religious and governmen-
tal reform often built on the monastic model
of sexual control. Eighteenth-century religious
missions in Spanish-colonial California used
architecture to monitor and regulate Native
Californian sexuality, for example, by seques-
tering unmarried women and girls in locked
wards (Voss 2000a). The nineteenth-century
Magdalen Society home for “fallen women” in
Philadelphia used the spatial grammar of the
middle-class home to effect sexual reform: A
succession of entryways, passages, and enclosed
stairs “physically and symbolically marked the
Magdalen’s progressive ritual passage from a
fallen state to one of moral rectitude” (De
Cunzo 2001, p. 26). Casella’s (2000a, 2000b) re-
search on the Ross Female Factory in convict-
era Australia reveals that similar architectural
patterns were used to reform female convicts.
The Ross Female Factory is significant because
it is the only archaeological study to date that
has investigated the materiality of female same-
sex sexual relationships and desire. Excavation
of the prison revealed evidence of a rich black
market economy. Spatial analysis of contraband
items and buttons used as currency showed that
the apex of the underground prison economy
was the solitary cells, which had been built par-
ticularly to reform women involved in same-

sex relationships. “Within the Van Diemen’s
Land penal colony, female sexual activity trans-
formed into a mode of exchange, as it was
inextricably intertwined with dynamics of ac-
cess, allocation, and distribution of resources”
(Casella 2000b, p. 215). Casella’s findings high-
light the paradoxical nature of sexual rela-
tionships in institutional contexts: sometimes
predatory, sometimes strategic, sometimes eco-
nomic, and sometimes affectionate.

A very different kind of sexual reform was
institutionalized in the Narkomfin Communal
House in Moscow, constructed by Bolshevik
elite in 1929. Intending to ease the residents’
transition toward fully socialized life, the build-
ing’s designers drew on archaeological stud-
ies of Paleolithic dwellings to envision new
architectural forms that would disarticulate het-
erosexual relations from the relations of pro-
duction. Buchli’s (2000a,b) diachronic study of
the occupation of the Narkomfin Communal
House shows that as the Communist party’s
vision of the relationship between architec-
ture and household changed, so too did expec-
tations for heterosexual relationships. Rather
than transforming heterosexualities, the build-
ing itself became transformed as its inhabitants
adapted the structure to meet new expectations.
Buchli’s study hints at the contribution archae-
ology can make to better understanding the sex-
ual politics of a wider range of institutions, from
military fortifications (Voss 2008a) to college
fraternities (Wilkie 2001).

OTHER TOPICS

Archaeologists studying European coloniza-
tion of the Americas have a long history of
investigating interracial sexual relationships,
especially heterosexual marriage, as a central
mechanism of cultural exchange between
colonizing and indigenous populations (e.g.,
Deagan 1983). More recent work has broad-
ened the question of colonial encounters to
include same-sex relationships (Byrne 2007)
and concubinage, slavery, and sexual violence
(Lightfoot 2005; Rothschild 2003; Voss 2000a,
2008a,b). Archaeological studies of sexual
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violence have also addressed representations
of abduction in classical Greece (Cohen 1996),
slave plantations in the Americas (Delle 2000),
and mortuary analysis in Europe (Scott 2001).
Other notable topics include puberty (Bevan
2001b, Hays-Gilpin 2004, Joyce 2000c,
Sundstrom 2004) and polygamy (Chase 1991).
Finally, at least two ethnoarchaeological studies
(Buchli & Lucas 2001b, Hohmann 1975) of
late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century
urban contexts have demonstrated that explicit
material references to sexual activity and desire
comprise a significant part of the presently
forming archaeological record.

QUEER ARCHAEOLOGIES

Queer archaeology is not always about sexual-
ity, and sexuality research in archaeology is not
always queer, yet the queer focus on retheoriz-
ing sexual politics and sexual identities draws
the two together. Queer theory emerged from
work by activists and scholars to address the
particular sexual and gender politics of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. As
a body of scholarship, queer theory is perhaps
best described as a poststructuralist interven-
tion into feminist theories of gender and sex-
uality, most famously associated with Butler
(1990). One core project in queer theory has
been a critique of the conventional divisions
among physical sex, cultural gender, and sexual-
ity, instead exploring the ways that sex, gender,
and sexuality are mutually constituted.

A widely shared tenet in queer theory is that
gendered and sexual categories are inherently
unstable and that normative genders and sex-
ualities are constituted by what they exclude
(for example, that heterosexuality is constituted
by the abjectification of homosexuality and
transsexuality). Sexes, genders, and sexualities
are thus negotiated through an ongoing dance
of identification and misidentification. These
iterations are often conceptualized as “perfor-
mances” that mimic, reproduce, or trouble gen-
dered and sexual norms (Morris 1995). Archae-
ologists have turned to performance theory as a
methodology for the diachronic study of iden-

tify formation: “Since gender performance is by
definition a repetition or citation of a precedent
[ . . . ], the kinds of material regularities that ar-
chaeologists document in the media of perfor-
mance can be profitably viewed as mechanisms
for the regulation of gender” (Perry & Joyce
2001, pp. 65–66). Joyce’s (2000b,c) analyses of
life cycle rituals and representations of the body
in prehistoric Mesoamerica have powerfully
demonstrated that archaeological materials and
settings were the media and stages for gen-
dered and sexual performances. Alberti (2001)
has argued that similarities among Bronze Age
figurines in Knossos can be explained as a re-
sult of performative citation of prior practices,
rather than sexual universals. Voss (2008a) has
used performance theory to show how Spanish-
colonial labor regimes fostered repetitive so-
cial interactions that heightened gendered
differences among colonial and indigenous
men.

Other archaeologists have turned to queer
heritage as a way to commemorate the ways
that people with marginalized gender and sex-
ual identities were able to inhabit landscapes
dominated by normative heterosexuality. Rubin
(2000) draws on settlement pattern analysis and
central place theory to reconstruct the land-
scapes occupied by gay male leathermen in
twentieth-century San Francisco. Byrne (2005)
documents places in the Asia-Pacific region
where “the gay community has a long history of
using them and a quite strong sense of owner-
ship of them” (Byrne 2005, p. 3), such as gay
beaches, drag clubs, cruising areas in public
parks, and rural retreats. Archaeologists exca-
vating the peace camps surrounding Greenham
Common Airbase have argued that these sites
are queer not only because they were occu-
pied by feminists, lesbians, and pacifists, but
also because the transient and illicit occupa-
tion of the site by protesters poses uncon-
ventional challenges to heritage management
(Schofield & Anderton 2000). Matthews (1999)
suggests that the Roman city walls of Chester,
England, may have great antiquity as a site of
gay male cruising, perhaps back to medieval or
even Roman periods, whereas Eger (2007) uses

328 Voss

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. A

nt
hr

op
ol

. 2
00

8.
37

:3
17

-3
36

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
rj

ou
rn

al
s.

an
nu

al
re

vi
ew

s.
or

g
by

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

M
A

SS
A

C
H

U
SE

T
T

S 
- 

B
O

ST
O

N
 o

n 
12

/0
2/

08
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



ANRV355-AN37-19 ARI 14 August 2008 11:57

an ethnographic analogy from present-day gay
male bathhouses to argue for a queering of an-
cient Roman bathhouses as places where male
intimacy and reciprocity could occur.

Many texts and films written by nonarchae-
ologists also posit far-reaching connections be-
tween present-day queer communities and sex-
ual variability in deep antiquity (e.g., Feinberg
1996, Schmidt 2002). This aspect of queer her-
itage is troublesome for archaeologists and his-
torians who hold that sexual and gender iden-
tities are culturally constructed. For example,
same-sex sexuality appears to have meant very
different things in classical Rome and prehis-
toric Scandinavia than in the present day. Yet
the impulse to turn to the past for citational
precedents of queerness is understandable: “If
you are a minority group, heritage visibility is
often an issue of struggle. . . . So if we fail to
record the heritage of homosexuality then it is
that much easier for governments and empow-
ered majorities to pretend or assert that homo-
sexuality has not existed in the past and this
makes it that much easier to deny its legitimacy
in the present” (Byrne 2005, p. 6). The chal-
lenge, as Halperin (2002, p. 16) has written, is
“to recruit the queerness of past historical peri-
ods not in order to justify one or another parti-
san model of gay life in the present but rather to
acknowledge, promote, and support a hetero-
geneity of queer identities, past and present.”

A third emphasis in queer archaeology is
challenging heteronormativity in archaeologi-
cal practice and interpretation. Several scholars
have soundly critiqued the ways that dominant
archaeological interpretations presume the uni-
versality of heterosexuality, marriage, and the
nuclear family, falsely imposing heteronorma-
tive gender and sexual structures on past cul-
tures (Cobb 2005, Flatman 2003, Reeder 2000,
Schmidt 2002). For example, Dowson’s (2007)
analysis of museum dioramas shows that such
displays typically serve more to promote an idea
of the family unit as unchanging and constant
than to present information about social re-
lations in the past. Solli’s (1999) reanalysis of
white stone artifacts associated with Viking-era
shamanism demonstrates that although con-

ventional archaeological interpretations have
categorized such stones as either phallic or vul-
vaform, the artifacts actually intermix symbols
of male and female power. Here, queer theory
enables archaeologists to embrace gender am-
biguity and sexual fluidity.

More broadly, many have turned to queer
theory’s focus on abjection and “the constitutive
outside, premised on exclusion and otherness,
[that] forms the corona of difference through
which identities are enunciated” (Meskell 2002,
p. 280). This shift away from sexuality, specif-
ically, to abjection, generally, is an important
move in queer archaeology because it recog-
nizes that sexual and gendered differences were
not necessarily stigmatized in all past societies.
Thus queer studies of past cultures “would be
focused on ways in which the normative and
deviant have been defined, not specifically in
sexual behavior but in all social structures”
(Ardren 2008, p. 19). For example, in pre-
historic Mesoamerica, “mixed performances,
inter-species hybrids, and the dwarf—beings
presented as incompletely human—occupy the
edges of embodied abjection . . . . [T]he anxiety
of the Mesoamerican tradition is engaged not
with sexuality, but with humanity” (Perry &
Joyce 2001, p. 73). Strassburg’s (2000) analy-
sis of burial grounds in prehistoric northwest
Europe concludes that the undead—people
who died a nonnormative death—were viewed
as a queer force that disrupted the sexualities
of the living. Communities protected them-
selves by disciplining the corpses posthumously
through dressing and feeding the corpses
in ritualized ways and postmortem “killings”
through blows to the head and placement of
weighty stones in graves.

Most broadly, queer theory has been cited
to challenge normative archaeological research
practices, whether or not such practices are
directly related to sexuality. Recent polemics
have charged that certain subfields (rock art
research, maritime archaeology) are queer be-
cause of their marginalization and that certain
research practices, such as excavation or arti-
fact dating, enforce normative values in archae-
ology (Croucher 2005, Dowson 2001, Ransley
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2005). Strassburg’s Shamanic Shadows (2000)
convincingly demonstrates that conventional
archaeological practice tends to emphasize
norms in the archaeological record and, in do-
ing so, suppresses unique materials and evi-
dence of social variation in the past. Resistance
to normalization, Strassburg notes, is a pow-
erful force for cultural change by constantly
opening up alternative desires and social prac-
tices in any sociocultural world. Strassburg’s
empirically rich and methodologically inno-
vative study of postglacial hunter-gatherer ar-
chaeology in northwest Europe offers one of
the most successful examples of how queer cri-
tiques of the discipline may transform archaeo-
logical practices.

IMPLICATIONS AND
FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The innovative body of work that has emerged
in the past 20 years has demonstrated that the
archaeology of sexuality is about far more than
interpersonal relationships or individual identi-
ties. Sexuality research is contributing new per-
spectives on topics as diverse as state formation,
urban planning, economic systems, and settle-
ment practices and is fostering broad method-
ological innovations in archaeological investi-
gations of place, representations, and material
culture. The scholarship reviewed above has

demonstrated that human sexuality was as richly
varied in the past as it is in the present day, so
much so that current theories of human sexu-
ality may be inadequate to characterize past so-
cial relationships and sexual identities. Indeed,
archaeology’s most important contribution to
sexuality studies may lie precisely in its abil-
ity to demonstrate that “sexuality” as it is com-
monly understood today may have been config-
ured quite differently in the past.

The biggest challenge facing sexuality stud-
ies in archaeology is the lack of attention given
to opposite-sex sexual relationships, the forms
of which are known to have changed signifi-
cantly in recent centuries and which likely var-
ied considerably throughout prehistory as well.
Scholarship on sexualities that are marginalized
in our own society—homosexuality, transsex-
uality, prostitution, etc.—needs to be balanced
with thoughtful research on heterosexuality.
The most intriguing, and promising, inno-
vation in the past decade is the growing use
of queer theory as an archaeological method-
ology for investigating nonsexual as well as
sexual matters in the past. Queer theory was
developed to better understand the ways that
normative social structures are promulgated
and reproduced, and it may be that queer theory
will provide the conceptual tools archaeologists
need to investigate heterosexual institutions
and other sexual norms in past cultures.

DISCLOSURE STATEMENT

The author is not aware of any biases that might be perceived as affecting the objectivity of this
review.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My first thanks are offered to all the researchers whose scholarly and political work pioneered the
study of sexuality in archaeology. Owing to journal limitations, I was not able to cite directly all
the fine work that has been done on this topic, and at times, could mention only highlights of
richly textured and complex projects. Although it is not possible to thank by name all those whose
perspectives on the topic have informed my own, I wish to acknowledge particularly Traci Ardren,
Tom Boellstorff, Bryan Burns, Shannon Dawdy, Sandy Hollimon, Kate McCaffrey, and Lynn
Meskell, who generously provided advance copies of their publications; Maura Finkelstein for
bibliographic research; and Deb Cohler and Kathleen Hull for their unflagging encouragement.

330 Voss

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. A

nt
hr

op
ol

. 2
00

8.
37

:3
17

-3
36

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
rj

ou
rn

al
s.

an
nu

al
re

vi
ew

s.
or

g
by

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

M
A

SS
A

C
H

U
SE

T
T

S 
- 

B
O

ST
O

N
 o

n 
12

/0
2/

08
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



ANRV355-AN37-19 ARI 14 August 2008 11:57

LITERATURE CITED

Abramson PR, Pinkerton SD, eds. 1995. Sexual Nature, Sexual Culture. Chicago: Univ. Chicago Press
Adovasio JM, Soffer O, Page J. 2007. The Invisible Sex: Uncovering the True Roles of Women in Prehistory.

Washington, DC: Smithson. Books
Alberti B. 2001. Faience goddesses and ivory bull-leapers: the aesthetics of sexual difference at Late Bronze

Age Knossos. World Archaeol. 33:189–205
Ardren T. 2008. Studies of gender in the prehispanic Americas. J. Archaeol. Res. 16:1–35
Ardren T, Hixson DR. 2006. The unusual sculptures of Telantunich, Yucatán: phalli and the concept of

masculinity among the ancient Maya. Camb. Archaeol. J. 16:7–25
Arnold B. 2002. “Sein und Werden”: gender as process in mortuary ritual. In Pursuit of Gender: Worldwide

Archaeological Approaches, ed. SM Nelson, M Rosen-Ayalon, pp. 239–56. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira
Bahn PG. 1986. No sex, please, we’re Aurignacians. Rock Art Res. 3:99–120
Bailey DW. 2005. Prehistoric Figurines: Representation and Corporeality in the Neolithic. London: Routledge
Bentley GR. 1996. How did prehistoric women bear “man the hunter”? Reconstructing fertility from the

archaeological record. In Gender and Archaeology, ed. RP Wright, pp. 23–51. Philadelphia: Univ. Penn.
Press

Bevan L, ed. 2001a. Indecent Exposure: Sexuality, Society, and the Archaeological Record. Glasgow: Cruithne
Bevan L. 2001b. Sex and death: sexual differentiation in mortuary ritual and grave goods as sexual symbols.

See Bevan 2001a, pp. 122–29
Boellstorff T. 2007. Queer studies in the house of anthropology. Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 36:17–35
Bolger D. 1996. Figurines, fertility, and the emergency of complex society in prehistoric Cyprus. Curr. An-

thropol. 37:365–73
Bourget S. 2006. Sex, Death, and Sacrifice in Moche Religion and Visual Culture. Austin: Univ. Tex. Press
Brendel OJ. 1970. The scope and temperment of erotic art in the Greco-Roman world. In Studies in Erotic

Art, ed. T Bowie, CV Christenson, pp. 3–69. New York: Basic Books
Brown S. 1997. “Ways of seeing” women in antiquity: an introduction to feminism in classical archaeology

and ancient art history. See Koloski-Ostrow & Lyons 1997, pp. 12–42
Buchli V. 2000a. An Archaeology of Socialism. Oxford: Berg
Buchli V. 2000b. Constructing utopian sexualities: the archaeology and architecture of the early Soviet state.

See Schmidt & Voss 2000, pp. 236–49
Buchli V, Lucas G, eds. 2001a. Archaeologies of the Contemporary Past. London: Routledge
Buchli V, Lucas G. 2001b. The archaeology of alienation: a late twentieth-century British council house. See

Buchli & Lucas 2001a, pp. 158–67
Butler J. 1990. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Routledge
Byrne D. 2005. Excavating desire: queer heritage in the Asia-Pacific region. Perm. Arch. Sex. Gend. Rights

in Asia: 1st Int. Conf. Asian Queer Stud. Bangkok: Res. Sch. Pac. & Asian Stud., Aust. Natl. Univ.,
http://bangkok2005.anu.edu.au/

Byrne D. 2007. Excavating desire: dissonant heritage at Campuan, Bali. Presented at Aust. Archaeol. Conf.,
Sydney

Casella EC. 2000a. Bulldaggers and gentle ladies: archaeological approaches to female homosexuality in
convict-era Australia. See Schmidt & Voss 2000, pp. 143–59

Casella EC. 2000b. “Doing trade”: a sexual economy of nineteenth-century Australian female convict prisons.
World Archaeol. 32:209–21

Casella EC, Fowler C, eds. 2005. The Archaeology of Plural and Changing Identities: Beyond Identification. New
York: Kluwer/Plenum

Chase SM. 1991. Polygyny, architecture and meaning. Archaeol. Gend: Proc. Annu. Conf. Archaeol. Assoc. Univ.
Calgary, 22nd, ed. D Walde, ND Willows, pp. 150–58

Clark SR. 2003. Representing the Indus body: sex, gender, sexuality, and the anthropomorphic terracotta
figurines from Harappa. Asian Perspect. 42:304–28

Clarke JR. 1998. Looking at Lovemaking: Constructions of Sexuality in Roman Art, 100 B.C.–A.D. 250. Berkeley:
Univ. Calif. Press

Clarke JR. 2003. Roman Sex, 100 B.C. to A.D. 250. New York: Abrams

www.annualreviews.org • Sexuality Studies in Archaeology 331

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. A

nt
hr

op
ol

. 2
00

8.
37

:3
17

-3
36

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
rj

ou
rn

al
s.

an
nu

al
re

vi
ew

s.
or

g
by

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

M
A

SS
A

C
H

U
SE

T
T

S 
- 

B
O

ST
O

N
 o

n 
12

/0
2/

08
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



ANRV355-AN37-19 ARI 14 August 2008 11:57

Clarke JR. 2006. Representations of the Cinaedus in Roman art: evidence of ‘gay’ subculture? See Verstraete
& Provencal 2006, pp. 271–98

Cobb H. 2005. Straight down the line? A queer consideration of hunter-gatherer studies in north-west Europe.
World Archaeol. 37:630–36

Cohen A. 1996. Portrayals of abduction in Greek art: rape or metaphor. See Kampen 1996, pp. 117–35
Conkey MW, Tringham RE. 1995. Archaeology and the goddess: exploring the contours of feminist archae-

ology. In Feminisms in the Academy, ed. DC Stanton, AJ Stewart, pp. 199–247. Ann Arbor: Univ. Mich.
Press

Costello JG. 2000. Red light voices: an archaeological drama of late nineteenth-century prostitution. See
Schmidt & Voss 2000, pp. 160–75

Croucher K. 2005. Queerying Near Eastern archaeology. World Archaeol. 37:610–20
Danielsson I-MB. 2002. (Un)masking gender—gold foil (dis)embodiedments in Late Iron Age Scandinavia.

In Thinking through the Body: Archaeologies of Corporeality, ed. Y Hamilakis, M Pluciennik, S Tarlow,
pp. 179–99. New York: Kluwer/Plenum

Davidson J. 1997. Courtesans and Fishcakes: The Consuming Passions of Classical Athens. New York: St. Martins
Davidson J. 2001. Dover, Foucault and Greek homosexuality: penetration and the truth of sex. Past Present

170:3–51
Davis W. 1996. Winckelmann’s “homosexual” teleologies. See Kampen 1996, pp. 262–76
Davis W. 2001. Homoerotic art collection from 1750 to 1920. Art Hist. 24:247–77
Dawdy SL, Weyhing R. 2008. Beneath the rising sun: “Frenchness” and the archaeology of desire. Int. J. Hist.

Archaeol. 12:In press
Deagan K. 1983. The mestizo minority: archaeological patterns of intermarriage. In Spanish St. Augustine: The

Archaeology of a Colonial Creole Community, ed. K Deagan, pp. 99–124. New York: Academic
De Cunzo LA. 2001. On reforming the “fallen” and beyond: transforming continuity at the Magdalen Society

of Philadelphia, 1845–1916. Int. J. Hist. Archaeol. 5:19–43
Delle JA. 2000. Gender, power, and space: negotiating social relations under slavery on coffee plantations in

Jamaica, 1790–1834. In Lines that Divide: Historical Archaeologies of Race, Class, and Gender, ed. JA Delle,
SA Mrozowski, R Paynter, pp. 168–201. Knoxville: Univ. Tenn. Press

Dixon KJ. 2005. Boomtown Saloons: Archaeology and History in Virginia City. Reno: Univ. Nev. Press
Dover KJ. 1978. Greek Homosexuality. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press
Dowson TA, ed. 2000. Special issue, Queer Archaeologies. World Archaeol. 32(2)
Dowson TA. 2001. Queer theory and feminist theory: towards a sociology of sexual politics in rock art research.

In Theoretical Perspectives in Rock Art Research, ed. K Helskog, pp. 312–29. Oslo: Novus
Dowson TA. 2007. Archaeologists, feminists, and queers: sexual politics in the construction of the past. In

Feminist Anthropology: Past, Present, and Future, ed. PL Geller, MK Stockett, pp. 89–102. Philadelphia:
Univ. Penn. Press

Eger AA. 2007. Age and male sexuality: ‘queer space’ in the Roman bath-house. J. Rom. Archaeol., Suppl. Ser.
65:131–51

Ellis P. 2001. Sexual metaphors in the Neolithic. See Bevan 2001a, pp. 56–63
Elsner J. 1996. Naturalism and the erotics of the gaze: imitations of Narcissus. See Kampen 1996, pp. 247–61
Feinberg L. 1996. Transgender Warriors: Making History from Joan of Arc to RuPaul. Boston: Beacon
Flatman J. 2003. Cultural biographies, cognitive landscapes, and dirty old bits of boat: ‘theory’ in maritime

archaeology. Int. J. Naut. Archaeol. 32:143–57
Foucault M. 1978. The History of Sexuality. Volume I: An Introduction. New York: Random House
Frontisi-Ducroux F. 1996. Eros, desire, and the gaze. See Kampen 1996, pp. 81–100
Frontisi-Ducroux F, Lissarrague F. 1990. From ambiguity to ambivalence: a dionysiac excursion through the

“anakreontic” vases. See Halperin et al. 1990, pp. 211–56
Gaimster D, Boland P, Linnane S, Cartwright C. 1996. The archaeology of private life: the Dudley Castle

condoms. Post-Mediev. Archaeol. 30:129–42
Gero JM. 2004. Sex pots of ancient Peru: post-gender reflections. In Combining the Past and the Present:

Archaeological Perspectives on Society, ed. T Oestigaard, N Anfinset, T Saetersdal, pp. 3–22. Oxford: BAR
Int. Ser. 1210.

332 Voss

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. A

nt
hr

op
ol

. 2
00

8.
37

:3
17

-3
36

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
rj

ou
rn

al
s.

an
nu

al
re

vi
ew

s.
or

g
by

 U
N

IV
E

R
SI

T
Y

 O
F 

M
A

SS
A

C
H

U
SE

T
T

S 
- 

B
O

ST
O

N
 o

n 
12

/0
2/

08
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



ANRV355-AN37-19 ARI 14 August 2008 11:57

Gilchrist R. 1994. Gender and Material Culture: The Archaeology of Religious Women. London: Routledge
Gilchrist R. 2000. Unsexing the body: the interior sexuality of medieval religious women. See Schmidt & Voss

2000, pp. 89–103
Gleason MW. 1990. The semiotics of gender: physiognomy and self-fashioning in the second century C.E.

See Halperin et al. 1990, pp. 389–415
Halperin DM. 1990. One Hundred Years of Homosexuality and Other Essays on Greek Love. New York: Routledge
Halperin DM. 2002. How to Do the History of Homosexuality. Chicago, IL: Univ. Chicago Press
Halperin DM, Winkler JJ, Zeitlin FI, eds. 1990. Before Sexuality: The Construction of Erotic Experience in the

Ancient Greek World. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press
Halsall G. 2001. Material culture, sex, gender and transgression in sixth-century Gaul: some reflections in the

light of recent archaeological debate. See Bevan 2001a, pp. 130–46
Hardesty DL. 1994. Class, gender strategies, and material culture in the mining west. See Scott 1994,

pp. 129–45
Hays-Gilpin KA. 2004. Ambiguous Images: Gender and Rock Art. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira
Hohmann JW. 1975. Determining if patterned behavior occurs at the ends of roads by observation of trash

deposits. Manuscr. on file. Ariz. State Mus., Univ. Ariz., Tucson
Hollimon SE. 1997. The third gender in native California: two-spirit undertakers among the Chumash and

their neighbors. In Women in Prehistory: North American and Mesoamerica, ed. C Claassen, RA Joyce,
pp. 173–88. Philadelphia: Univ. Penn. Press

Hollimon SE. 2000. Archaeology of the ‘Aqi: gender and sexuality in prehistoric Chumash society. See Schmidt
& Voss 2000, pp. 179–96

Hollimon SE. 2001. Death, gender, and the Chumash peoples: mourning ceremonialism as an integrative
mechanism. Archaeol. Pap. Am. Anthropol. Assoc. 10:41–55

Jacobs SE, Thomas W, Lang S, eds. 1997. Two-Spirit People: Native American Gender Identity, Sexuality, and
Spirituality. Urbana: Univ. Ill. Press

Joyce RA. 2000a. A precolumbian gaze: male sexuality among the ancient Maya. See Schmidt & Voss 2000,
pp. 263–83

Joyce RA. 2000b. Gender and Power in Prehispanic Mesoamerica. Austin: Univ. Tex. Press
Joyce RA. 2000c. Girling the girl and boying the boy: the production of adulthood in ancient Mesoamerica.

World Archaeol. 31:473–83
Joyce RA. 2004. Embodied subjectivity: gender, femininity, masculinity, sexuality. In A Companion to Social

Archaeology, ed. L Meskell, RW Preucel, pp. 82–95. Oxford: Blackwell
Joyce RA. 2005. Archaeology of the body. Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 34:139–58
Kampen NB, ed. 1996. Sexuality in Ancient Art: Near East, Egypt, Greece, and Italy. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

Univ. Press
Kampen NB. 1997. Epilogue: gender and desire. See Koloski-Ostrow & Lyons 1997, pp. 267–77
Karskens G. 1999. Inside the Rocks: The Archaeology of a Neighborhood. Alexandria, Aust.: Hale
Kauffman Doig F. 2001. Sexo y Magia Sexual en el Antiguo Perú/Sex and Sexual Magic in Ancient Peru. Lima:
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