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GIRL OF THE NIGHT: LABELLING WITH AN IMAGE 

Everyone knows how to be a mother, a wife… 
José Ortega y Gasset

Disappointed social space of the beginning of the twenty-first century has been 
marked by S. Žižek’s publication entitled “No Sex, Please, We're Post-Human!”. This ap-
peal seems to have reflected the tendency that is a matter of a great concern of philos-
ophers, psychologists, demographists - with the growth of universal indifference, even 
contrary to the proclaimed sexual freedom, decreases human sexual passion and sex 
drive. Therefore, it is no longer a strange approach that can be found among the publi-
cations that such “inevitable evil” as prostitution is about to disappear and the issue of 
eliminating the threat from its social body is going to be solved. It is the emergence of a 
situation of such rather attractive prospects that an actual appeal to the subject of pros-
titution is not only an integral part of the sexual life of mankind, but also as an element 
of the communicative space, as a system of signs that allows the boundary between I and 
the Stranger / Other. 

Keywords: prostitution, “girls of the night”, clothing, colour, stigmatisation, self-
stigmatisation, a system of signs, labelling with an image.

Relevance of the research topic
In the history of humanity, there has always been an interest in what is hidden, 

ignored, or that is “on the other side of good”. Association of prostitute with social 
evil and moral problems is already traditional and belongs to the phenomena that 
cyclically cause scientific interest and stimulate efforts for a comprehensive study. 
Thus, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for solving certain social prob-
lems writers, artists, politicians, public figures, doctors have developed vivid images 
of prostitutes and prostitution. In particular, prostitution as a phenomenon was ana-
lysed and has been being analysed by representatives of Western European and North 
American science12.

Setting the tasks
When it goes about public-women, stereotyped phrases that have been formed 

in linguistic discourse throughout the history of mankind spring to mind (“world’s 
1	 Ballhaus, Love and sex in the Middle Ages.
2	 Bloch, The history of prostitution.
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oldest profession”, “great social evil”, “a necessary evil”, etc.) and a visual image of 
a woman “who benefits from her own body’ appears. In the context of this the very 
image presented by a woman often serves as the basis for accusations of immorality 
and prostitution.

Analysis of recent researches and publications
The modern Western European and North American scientific space considers 

the theme of prostitution as extended, and this is not so much a discourse about the 
criminal colour of the phenomenon as about the worldview and world experience as 
a society that perceives sex workers as “necessary evil” and to those who have cho-
sen prostitution as a profession34.Together such publications are a huge number and 
conditionally they can be divided into two large groups. The first group comprises 
publications that reveal the point of prostitution regarding a certain historical peri-
od: in ancient times (works written by Al.-J. Lindsay5, Al. Glazebrook and H. Madison6, 
O.  Kiefer7, C.F. Faraone and L.K. Mcclure8, J.G.  Younger9), or in the Middle Ages 
(R. Blumenfeld-Kosinski10, J. Ward11), or during two or three centuries at the break of 
the humanitarian stages (single research of Y.A. Kennedy-Churnac12, K. Norberg13 and 
co-works141516. The second group includes scientific research conducted within the 
scope of historical urbanism study concerning prostitution issues 1) in some coun-
tries (works of J. Trumbull17 and K.B. Pedersen18 or 2) in the cities: London (analysis 
conducted by M. Munro19); Paris (J. Harsin20, J.L. Sweatman21); Montreal (a study con-
ducted by M.A. Poutanen22); New York (R. Yamin23) and others24. If to go to the range 
of disciplines division of scientific papers published last years, such a picture rises:  

3	 Ballhaus, Love and sex in the Middle Ages.
4	 Bloch, The history of prostitution.
5	 Allason-Jones, Women in Roman Britain.
6	 Glazebrook, Henry, Madison Greek Prostitutes in the Ancient Mediterranean, 800 BCE–200 CE.
7	 Kiefer, Sexual Life In Ancient Rome Paperback.
8	 Faraone, Mcclure, Prostitutes & Courtesans in the Ancient World.
9	 Younger, Sex in the Ancient World.
10	 Blumenfeld-Kosinski, “Christine de Pizan’s Advice to Prostitutes.” Renate Medieval Feminist Fo-

rum.
11	 Ward, Women in Medieval Europe 1200-1500.
12	 Kennedy-Churnac, “The Weight of Words.”
13	 Norberg, “The Prostitute's Body: Medieval to Modern, 1500-1740,” 393-408.
14	 Pedersen, “Policies on prostitution in Sweden and in the Netherlands.”
15	 Farley, et. al., The Prostitution and Trafficking.
16	 Chaumont, Garcia, Servais, Trafficking in Women 1924-1926.
17	 Trumbull, Nancy, History of women in the United States.
18	 Sweatman, “Discourse and the Power of Symbols.”
19	 Munro, Studying Female Prostitution in Eighteenth-Century London.
20	 Harsin, Policing Prostitution in Nineteenth-century Paris.
21	 Sweatman, “Discourse and the Power of Symbols.”
22	 Poutanen, Beyond Brutal Passions.
23	 Yamin, “Free and Female.”
24	 Ottermann, Qualitative Prostitutionsforschung.
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1) female/gender studies (works written by  E.-M. Heberer25, T. Miyuki26, M. O'Neill27, 
J. Spector28, J.L. Sweatman29); 2) historical studies (articles written by E.R. Knauer30, a 
set of books written by M. Pastoureau31); 3) legal analysis of the distribution and con-
sequences of legalization of prostitution presented in the works of C.B. Backhouse32, 
T. Miyuki33 and R. Weitzer34.

According to the native scientific discourse, Russian pre-revolutionary space was 
represented by quite a wide range of diverse and interesting studies. Thus, according 
to bibliographical references in the Russian Empire from 1861 to 1917 there were 
published 431 works devoted to prostitution issues and 37 publications of foreign re-
searchers were translated35. To the circle of researchers of the mentioned period, who, 
thoroughly analysing the reasons for the existence of prostitution, tried to answer the 
questions concerning this phenomenon and accompanying phenomena belonged the 
following experts: V. Abchynskyi, K.  Bibikov, A. Berenshtein, I. Blokh, E. Dupouy, P. 
Gratsianov, K. Griaznov, I. Kankarovych, A. Kuznetsov, C. Lombroso, A. Listratov, Ya. 
Livshitsov, D. Mordovtsev, P. Oboznenko, V. Tarkovskyi, A. Fedorov and others. Having 
started conducting their research in pre-revolutionary period V. Bronner, A. Yelistratov 
and other researchers continued their work in Soviet period. 

Nowadays this phenomenon remains a matter of a great concern for domestic re-
searchers.  For instance, general issues of spreading prostitution have been studied by 
T. Bondar, Yu. Galustian, N. Labyn, H. Mavrov, H. Chynov, M. Shkarovskyi, A. Shydelko, 
A. Yaroshenko and others. Yu. Antonian and A. Kirsanov in their turn researched psy-
chological factors which caused prostitution spreading, and the issues of homosexual 
prostitution were studied by M. Kulikov in his publications. In the area of legal science 
and the history of state regulation of prostitution, the issues of selling the body as a 
commodity were analysed by A. Andryukhin, V. Varivoda, N. Gerasimov, T. Denisov, 
A. Malakhov, T. Mikhailina, D. Nazarenko. Among the publications on criminology and 
criminal law of prostitution as an object of research we can note the works by N. 
Averin, Y. Gilinskyi, S. Golod, L. Yerokhin, V. Ivashchenko, O.  Ihnatov, V. Lebedenko, 
B. Perekrestov, Yu. Pudovochkin, M. Selezniev, etc. The issues of establishing liabili-
ty for prostitution and protection of sexual morals from crimes related to prostitu-
tion were considered in the works by Yu.  Alexandrov, K. Bugaychuk, S. Denisov, A. 
Diachenko, V. Ivashchenko, O.  Ignatov, I. Karpets, M. Korzhanskyi, L. Kuchanskyi, A. 
Landin, V. Morozov, Ye. Porshnia, A. Politov, I. Prysiazhniuk, S. Yatsenko, etc.  In this 
context V. Vodnyk, N. Martynenko, O. Merenkov, each from their point of view, tried to 
25	 Burckhardt, J. The Greeks and Greek civilization.
26	 Miyuki, Prostitute’s Lived Experiences of Stigma.
27	 O'Neill, Prostitution and Feminism.
28	 Spector, Prostitution and Pornography.
29	 Sweatman, “Discourse and the Power of Symbols.”
30	 Knauer, “Portrait of a Lady?”
31	 Pastoureau, M. The Devil's Cloth.
32	 Backhouse, “Nineteenth-Century Canadian Prostitution Law.”
33	 Miyuki, Prostitute’s Lived Experiences of Stigma.
34	 Weitzer, Legalizing Prostitution.
35	 Golosenko, “Russian pre-revolutionary sociology about the phenomenon of prostitution.”
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give recommendations and raised the question about the conditions for the elimina-
tion of prostitution. 

At the same time, we can state that domestic sociological, historical, cultural and 
philosophical discourses, with the exception of the publications of O. Balakirieva, L. 
Bondarenko and some other authors, practically ignore this topic. Even with the re-
vival of Gender Studies in our country, prostitution as a phenomenon falls out of the 
space of scientific research. However, it is precisely the efforts of scholars of these 
disciplines to revise the vision of the target topic, which has value for understanding 
women and their aspirations for self-identification, self-understanding and resolving 
conflicts with the social space to which she is increasingly challenged.

Setting the objectives 
Prostitution is a multidimensional phenomenon, which during the last century and 

a half, through the spread of sexual elasticity, has become one of the main positions 
in the public and political spheres and has been consolidated among the constantly 
discussed objects of research. One of the factors contributing to this was the develop-
ment of the ideas of positivism. It was the factor in the space of the nineteenth century 
that provoked the transition from a pure moralisation of the subject of prostitution 
to the systematisation and study of determinants and variations of its manifestation. 
It has resulted in the fact that today a wide base of publications studying prostitution 
from the standpoint of different disciplinary approaches has been formed. In the con-
text of the above, it seems to us an urgent task to analyse how from the most ancient 
times to the present the labelling of the women assigned to the category of “the girl of 
the night” took place.

Consequently, in this article we intend to provide a historical retrospective de-
scription of the moments on how the social order determines the elements of the 
visual image of a woman classified as a public category, as well as this stereotyped 
image of modern sex workers, seeking clients, producing for own desire.

Trying to reveal it from this angle, the phenomenon “the girl of the night” is expe-
dient, on our part, it seems to clarify the choice of a telling as a form of presentation 
of the material. The impetus for such a choice was that contemporary social space 
prefers narration in all its varieties. It is a telling in the context of postmodern dynam-
ics, changing the trend on novels and epics, was established as an important compo-
nent of social interaction and communication. The storytelling in this or that way is 
connected with knowledge and approximates us to a crucial category of Postmodern 
which is a narrative (Late Latin narrare – telling a story, a verbal reflection in contrast 
to imagination). Scholars consider a narrative as conveying connected events repre-
sented to a recipient in the way of consequent words and images. In fact, the narrative 
is “the arrangement of certain facts and events in the system, combining them into a 
single meaningful configuration, a plot”36. Considering a narrative, the meaning of a 
phenomenon or event is interpreted as occurring in the context of telling about them 
and is inherently connected with the interpretation. The latter refinement is extreme-
ly important, because the world opens to a person only in the form of stories, and “ex-

36	 Greimas, Ricoeur, “On narrativity”, 551.
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isting in the world, from the point of view of the narrative, is an existence in the world 
of already tagged speech practice, which is related to this before comprehension”37.

Presentation of the main materials of the study 
Frequently quoted in the philosophical environment researcher of “anomalies” in 

society, M. Foucault noted that at the beginning of the nineteenth century the power 
over the body definitely weakened38, but this does not mean that it has disappeared. 
On the contrary, “relations of power have stranglehold the body”39 till nowadays. One 
of the different manifestations of the power is practice of stigmatisation that has var-
ious forms and variations of display depending on a historical period and a country.

It should be noted that the nature of the social space has always been and will be 
discriminatory in relation to groups / individuals that go beyond the generally ac-
cepted mediation of the rules of treatment and residence. The most common way of 
discrimination is labelling (stigmatisation) of those who do not meet certain social re-
quirements and perceptions. E. Goffman, an author of the stigma concept, noted that 
stigmatisation is closely related to the social element of human identity. Individuals 
are doomed to stigmatisation because they show socially undesirable signs that spoil 
or reproach their personality. The meanings that are “rewarded” by the stigmatised 
individual are revealed through its imperfection, abnormality, the presence of defects 
and, consequently, losing to those who stigmatises him. This approach allows us to 
assert that stigmatisation acts as an expression of social anger and, at the same time, 
marks the source of hidden fear. However, if in the ancient world stigma is the result 
of torture and injury, then in relation to women, it was more subtle and manifested in 
the stigmatisation by clothing and colour and was preserved as a fact to the present.

Analysing the historical breakdown of the creation of a modern body of prosti-
tution, S. Bell noted that for a long time in the public consciousness there gradually 
came the formation of the image of a prostitute who was on the opposite side of the 
dichotomy “a good wife”40. In other words, a public woman in this system is a person 
belonging to the world of Otherness41, and the design of her image comes with sup-
port on the main and single basis of identification, her body, as well as the way it is 
presented in the social space.

The specified tradition of identification dates back to the time of the ancient Greeks. 
Archon Solon is known to have been the first who legalized prostitution in 594 B.C. in 
Ancient Greece. It was quite a courageous and pragmatic act because: 1) prostitution 
was officially recognized for the first time and the state received substantial income 
from it; 2) legalised prostitution, in a sense, became the custodian of marriage and 
prevented a monogamous family from collapse. However, this action had a dark side, 
which was best described by Anacharsis, having pointed out that Solon “dreams to 
keep citizens from crime and covetousness with written laws that are no different 
from the web: both the web and the laws, when the weak and the poor get into it, hold 
37	 Ricoeur, Time and story, 99.
38	 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 17.
39	 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 39.
40	 Bell, Reading, Writing and Reuniting the Prostitute Body, 40-43.
41	 Bell, Reading, Writing and Reuniting the Prostitute Body, 40,
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them, and only the strong and the rich will be able to escape”42. Actually, legalisation 
became the basis for a certain labelling and tangling in the nets of social regulations. 

The ancient Greeks realized that prostitution for women43 was often an extreme, 
but it was a way of survival. Therefore, they agreed, as a matter of principle, with 
the softening of the linguistic discourse that had occurred after the prostitution 
was legalised, when the most educated and beautiful prostitutes, hetairai, began to 
be nominated like companions. However, softening one discourse determined the 
strengthening of others, both a semantic one (Ancient Greek, σημασία – signification, 
meaning) and a symbolic one. The fact is that signs and symbols are partly guilty in 
legitimising violence, because they dictate what/who must be entertained / put out. 
In ancient Greece this situation was caused by the following factors: firstly, sanctioned 
by Salon and subordinated by the government brothels – “dikterion” (Ancient Greek, 
δέκτρια – entertaining, giving houseroom to) in fact, turned not a free woman (as a 
rule, there were mostly slaves or women of lower social strata, and if a free woman 
was let for prostitution, then she practically turned into a slave and she was subjected 
to a number of restrictions) into the object, in the material for prostitution that can 
be manipulated; secondly, in Greece those first elements of the image of the prostitute 
begin to appear, as the person who is dressed in “other” in comparison to the honest 
wife’s dress, about that Ye. Vardiman, I. Blokh, P. Dufour and others tell. The fabric is 
known for both the ability to hide the body and, on the contrary, to state clearly what 
should be hidden. It happened with prostitutes as evidenced by Eubulides in his work 
“Parenchis” (4th century B.C.) describing inmates of one of the brothels: “Do you know 
those well-dressed Aphrodite’s sisters, do you know how they …, dressed in transpar-
ent clothing like the nymph, meet guests?”44. Often they covered their faces with veil, 
and their breasts with thin delicate fabric, and the rest parts of the body they used to 
leave uncovered at all. Hair colour completed their image: young prostitutes bleached 
their hair, and prostitutes advanced in years, on the contrary, painted grey hair in 
black. To the point, the Greeks were not the first in designating with the clothes of the 
posture of the Other, regarding the norms of morality. Thus, the Hebrew documents 
contain data on the normative consolidation of the difference in clothing between a 
woman who adheres to all standards of marriage, and the woman who violated them. 
The women, suspected of adultery, had to wear the most unflattering clothes, later 
they were forced to wear black clothes and use a rope instead of decorated metal belt. 
Therefore, an emphasis made by Foucault was right: knowledge that once became the 
basis for regulating the behaviour of the Others is converted into a disciplinary prac-
tice45, – and that's exactly what happened with prostitutes clothes.

Speaking coherently, social space didn’t reject the practice of labelling with cloth-
ing, and even more, evolving it became more and more ingenious in this matter. 
42	 Ricoeur, P. Time and story, 105.
43	 We will analyse exclusively female prostitution, although we are well aware of the fact that men 

have been included and are still being included in this industry, but there were no clear prescrip-
tive rules regarding the image, so it automatically takes them out of our field of research.

44	 Vardiman, E. Woman in the ancient world, 258.
45	 Foucault, Discipline and punish, 27.
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However, the ancient Greeks proceeded down a different avenue and attributed the 
opposite distribution of the outfit: an honest woman should have sleazy appearance 
and doesn’t awake the fantasies and sexual desire of strange men; in return, immoral 
women should stand out with gold jewellery, thin fabrics, and etc. For instance, as 
scholars have shown4647 on the island of Crete and in some other areas of Attica there 
were specific rituals during which a woman, accused of adultery, forced to put on 
transparent clothes and was taken on a donkey around through the streets of the city, 
in the 4th century B.C. the Code of Seleucus said that only the priestesses of love had 
the right to wear gold jewellery and decorated with fur dresses, and the mentioned 
Solon allowed only prostitutes to wear a colourful dress.

Regarding Ancient Rome, the mechanism of securing a woman in the category 
“public” was quite thoughtful. The fact is that for the Romans to receive a fee for a 
sexual intercourse there was not necessarily prostitution, because there were so-
called concubinary women, favourites, etc. Love for sale became the reason for the 
ancient Romans to separate the connection with the prostitute from other forms of 
extramarital communication. Under Roman law a prostitute was a woman who used 
to meet public demand for sex pleasure, and in that way she was not limited with a 
single source of income. It was anticipated by a certain ritual/prescription.  For the 
purpose to provide public sexual services, a woman was obliged to come to the local 
magistrate and declare this intention. After that she was registered under the name 
(often it was a pseudo name or a nickname) and was given the licentia stupri (viz. – 
license/permission on stupidity). In fact, this permission meant the civil death of a 
woman, because she lost her legal and financial capacity and was not allowed to bring 
up her own children, if they were any. In addition, the woman had to wear prescribed 
clothing: “a yellow dress, red shoes, had no right to put jewellery on and, and, leaving 
for the night orgies, she kept them in special boxes to put on, as soon as she arrived 
on a date”48. It was also mentioned that prostitutes had to wear dresses made of saf-
fron-dyed materials. However, the prescription was not completed and here we can 
cite Seneca who complained “we men wear the colours used by prostitutes, in which 
respectable married women would not be seen”49. But was he talking about the bright 
togas or the colour purple as in earlier times, after the dispute over the annulment of 
the Lex Oppia, respectable matrons claimed the right to wear purple. 

It is interesting to read how the ancient Romans describe the prostitutes and the 
manner of their dressing. Horace, a port, describing the image of a prostitute pointed 
out: “There is nothing to hide here! You can see her almost naked in her Coan50 dress, 
and make sure that her thigh is not misshapen, or her foot ugly; you can measure her 
flank with your eyes”51. The similar description was given by Seneca: “There I see 
46	 Dupuis, Prostitution in antiquity.
47	 Licht, Sexual life in ancient Greece.
48	 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 480.
49	 Kiefer, Sexual Life In Ancient Rome Paperback, 164.
50	 We leave such a spelling because any dictionary doesn’t give a translation and there is only evi-

dence that these fabrics were imported to Rome and Greece from the island of Kos.
51	 Kiefer, Sexual Life In Ancient Rome Paperback, 164.
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silken clothes, if they can be called clothes which protect neither a women’s body nor 
her modesty, and in which she cannot truthfully declare that she is not naked. These 
are bought for huge sums from nations unknown to us in the ordinary course of trade 
– and why?”52. Ovid mentioned about the common fashion of dyeing the hair and the 
use of wigs: “Ever since the auburn hair of German women had become known in 
Rome, Roman ladies were wildly eager to have such hair instead of their own black 
locks”53. Scholars assume that in order to be stylish women wore wigs made of red 
and fair hair cut from the heads of German girls.

In Rome, another problem associated with prostitutes was recorded – association 
red colour with prostitution. Like Greek hetairai Roman “the girls of the night” rouged 
their lips red affirming they belonged to sex workers. However, if it was not regulated 
in Greece, then in Rome it was forbidden by the law for a respectable matron to rouge 
lips so that it could not be possible to mistake her for a fallen woman.

Thus, a red lipstick not only symbolized the desire, but, in a certain sense, per-
formed the universal function of self-accusation of a woman.  In addition, in some 
scientific papers it is noted that prostitutes sometimes preferred to signal their will-
ingness, exposing red light at night in windows.

The successors of Rome to the question of the social prescription of prostitutes 
were the medieval countries of Europe. A common feature of the Middle Ages was 
that within the context of the Christian church a woman, on the one hand, was placed 
on a pedestal, from the other hand, she was placed on the lowest level down the social 
scale like a tool of satisfying a man’s material pleasure. Let's see how it was revealed 
in respect to public women. It will be remembered that the Greeks were morally in-
dependent from religion and the main thing for them was to save the honour. During 
the Middle Ages the honour included the soul preservation, thus, it was natural, that 
with the consolidation of the Christianity a new phase of attitude to prostitution and 
women, who started to obtain a status of a public woman, was emerging. In 350 B.C. 
under the influence of Christians in the Roman Empire temple prostitution was pro-
hibited, and condoned previously by society prostitution began to be prosecuted. In 
the social space the image of a woman, who provides sexual satisfaction, obtained ex-
clusively such a stigma as “fornicatress” and “whore”. An image of such a fornicatress 
is opposed to an image of Madonna, as a pure, virgin and saint woman. However, in 
everyday life, everything was so unambiguous, and we can talk about double stand-
ards for prostitutes, which were preserved in the social space from the Middle Ages to 
the present, when a woman was hiding behind prostitution as a cover for belonging 
to God's house.

It is worth noting, and in this moment we rely on the study of the German histo-
rian J. Teile (pseudonym – Alexander Ballhaus), that such duality had a clear social 
benefit and contributed to the fulfilment of certain social functions54. Practically, the 
feasibility of brothels (very often entitled like “women’s house”, “open house”, “wan-

52	 Kiefer, Sexual Life In Ancient Rome Paperback.
53	 Kiefer, Sexual Life In Ancient Rome Paperback, 134.
54	 Ballhaus, Love and sex in the Middle Ages.
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ton women’s house”) were never objected, because they were treated as those which 
were created for either protection of respectable girls and women or for regulation 
of “amorality” addressing the prevention from the dissemination of “the ultimate sin”. 
Considering that brothels were not private institutions, but related to the property 
of the city (a governor, and even church) working there, prostitutes were recognized 
civil servants. Until now, numerous testimonies have been issued to such recognition 
of women. For instance, in Nuremberg “women who serve the city”, in gratitude, were 
granted with civil rights and were recorded into the city ledge. During the holidays 
they were allowed to sell or transfer flowers. Providing civil rights to numerous “the 
girls of the night” local authorities, naturally, expected those ladies to devote them-
selves for the social sake of the city.

Thus, the public attitude to prostitutes varied from open hostility, then to leniency 
and, even, to respect. Quite common cases were the situation represented by the ep-
isode in the film “Dangerous Beauty” (director Melville Jean Herskovits, USA,1988), 
when on the invited governor arrival local authorities sent “the girl of the night” with 
a bunch of flowers meeting distinguished guests. Historical examples of this are quite 
eloquent. Thus, in 1435, the Magistrate of Vienna, accepting Emperor Sigismund, 
dressed prostitutes of two brothels in velvet dresses at the expense of the city treas-
ury and gave the right to hand over flowers. And such representative functions, as 
sources claimed, prostitutes in Vienna performed quite often.

Anyway a public woman became an individual who was treated like immoral, so, 
she advisably deserved to be ignored. This is, in our view, is already a certain deni-
al of the medieval tolerance, which is spoken by K. Norberg55. Even if, we bring in 
facts that in the medieval Paris prostitutes were called “folles filles” (crazy girls)56, the 
mentioned tolerance may be suspected and questioned. There is an argument for the 
fact that, frankly speaking, an attitude to the girls of the night was not tolerant, and 
even there are lots of sources from some European cities which include prescriptions 
regarding the required appearance of a public woman. Understandably, this was done 
not for the benefit of a girl’s of the night clients, but for the regular people to keep 
them away from themselves.

Thus, regarding the prescription about required clothing and colour, which was in 
practice since the twelfth century and for which public women could be clearly iden-
tified at once, we should mention the following. In general, in the medieval Europe 
the referees of tastes and morality were eager to support the partition of the entire 
society by colour. Turning to the analysis of the rules on the colour scheme and the 
elements of the prostitute's clothing, it can be noted that there were some differences. 
For instance, the authorities of Augsburg imposed veil with a green strip of two fin-
gers in width as a sine qua non of clothing; in a French city of Beaucairois a prostitute 
had to have a sign on her left had (a tattoo, or a mark in black ink, or a stamp like it 
was experienced in Toulouse); in cities of Bern and Zurich a woman had to wear a red 
hat for which there was a big difference in interpreting a well-known fairy tale writ-

55	 Norberg, “The Prostitute's Body.”
56	 Blumenfeld-Kosinski, “Christine de Pizan’s Advice to Prostitutes.”
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ten by Charles Perrault, as R. Chase Jr., D. Teasley57 and some other researchers point-
ed out; the authorities of Besançon were confined to a red bow placed on a sleeve of a 
prostitute’s dress; in the cities of Bristol and London there was a prescription to wear 
a pinstriped hood, and in Marseille there was a prescription to wear a pinstriped tu-
nics, which, actually, as interpreted by M. Pastoureau, enrolled women in an army of 
devils58; the authorities of Castres required to wear a male hat and a red belt; in the 
cities of Vienna and Venice there was a prescription to wear a yellow scarf59, in this 
case, in Vienna it was required a scarf to be a palm in width and one step in length; 
in Florence a prostitute had to wear high heels, gloves and jingles in hair that was, at 
first sight, attractive if loose our focus on the fact that, actually,  in that way the lepers 
and the unclean ones were denoted; in Bologna there was a practice to wear jingles 
on hoods too; there were contradicted facts about the situation in Leipzig: there were 
evidences that a public woman had to wear a yellow coat bordered in blue, and I. 
Blokh pointed out that prostitutes stood out with a piece of yellow fabric, and sex 
workers of brothels had to wear a bonnet on their heads60; in Strasbourg there was a 
prescription for prostitutes to wear black and white sugary (it was like a high cone) 
hood, and in Piedmont it was prescribed to wear an ugly huge bonnet with two horns 
outside a half of a foot in length61. Besides, in Languedoc a certain kind of belt was a 
specific feature of prostitutes; in Mantua a prostitute was identified with a white coat 
and a certain mark on her breasts (but it is difficult to say how it was looked – a yel-
low letter H (fornicatress) or the Latin equivalent (P)); in Frankfurt prostitutes were 
forced to wear a yellow hat and were not allowed to put on gold chains, velvet, silk and 
Damascuc apparel; in Milan the authorities preferred such a label as a black coat, and 
in Avignon such a label was a black bow on a light dress and a white bow on a dark 
dress on the left sleeve, between an elbow and a shoulder; in Nims prostitutes were 
required to wear a dress with sleeves of a certain colour, and in Pizza prostitutes were 
forced to wear a yellow clasp on their clothing.

Generally, it should be mentioned, that until nowadays there no consensus regard-
ing a basic colour used to label public women. On the one hand, there is a point of 
view of I. Blokh who insisted on yellow as a basic colour of labelling. An argument in 
defense of this may be that in the early Middle Ages yellow was considered the colour 
of holiness, but already from the early Gothic, it was yellow, and the derivative from 
it, namely orange, began to be considered the colour of lies, betrayal, fake, coward-
ice. Thus, in some countries of Europe yellow was used to mark the doors of houses 
where criminals and betrayers lived, or there were depicted images of Judah or Cain 
with a yellow beard. With a yellow cross there were marked buildings where patients 
with pneumonic plague lived or died, and a yellow flag symbolized that there were 
infected patients aboard.

57	 Chase, Teasley, «Little Red Riding Hood.”
58	 Pastoureau, The Devil's Cloth.
59	 Kiefer, Sexual Life In Ancient Rome Paperback.
60	 Bloch, I. The history of prostitution, 528.
61	 Bloch, I. The history of prostitution, 528.
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Other scholars state that such a label was red, inherited from Rome. The point is 
that in Catholicism red was a symbol of anger, one of the seven deadly sins, and meant 
danger, fault, sin and signalized the possibility to satisfy craving for sexual gratifica-
tion, because it was related to blood and sex. Besides, the devil and everything related 
to him was represented in red and/or that was wearing red clothing. Wandering a bit 
from the point, we will put the case how it was projected later in an artistic space. Thus, 
in the novel “The Scarlet Letter”, written in 1850, N. Hawthorne presented a woman 
living in a puritan society of New England of the seventeenth century and punished 
for adultery (which was synonymous with prostitution) by a stigma: she was put to 
the “Pillar of Shame” and forced to wear a sign of a sin on her clothes for a lifetime, 
it was an embroidered scarlet letter “A” (short for “adultery”). Everything happened 
within the limits of the general pan-European view inherited by Christianity, which 
associates red with a fault. Besides, something used to be often dyed in red for the 
purpose to encourage fears and horrors. From this perspective, in the novel “Gone 
with the wind” the second name of the main character, Katie Scarlett O'Hara, looks 
different and vociferous for those who are experts in symbolism, and see in her name 
a potential to break generally accepted norms and a risk this woman poses.

However, let’s get back to the subject, namely to one more moment in designing 
an image of a public woman, to her dress, its style and accessories. Since the twelfth 
century in England and Germany, prostitutes had to wear an upper dress with a cut 
almost to the top of the thigh, so that legs could be seen in pantaloons. In Toulouse it 
was required to wear a hood and a white label, and in Florence, to replace the use of 
distinctive signs, the Grand Duke of Tuscany Cosimo I in 1546 prescribed to prosti-
tutes to cover their faces with a yellow veil or attach a yellow bow in a finger width 
to the apparel (in a prominent position). In 1562, partly due to fashion trends, the 
veil was replaced by a beret. Regarding the jingles, it is not clear about their interpre-
tation as a label. Really, they symbolised the lepers and the fools but the jingles of a 
certain style looked different and was in fashion: so called crazy jingles which were 
often represented on the apparel during the Renaissance. There are lots of portraits 
of ultrafashionable gentlemen and ladies of the sixteenth century who wore small 
golden jingles on their belts and leggings that meant the return to the fashion of the 
fourteenth century. That’s why we cannot exclusively name jingles a symbol of a dan-
ger; they were associated also with fashion, madness and frivolity. 

However, by the labelling prostitutes with clothing, the social space of the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance was not limited. The cruellest was marking stigmas on the 
body. The first evidence of the cruelty of corporal punishment and injury inflicted on 
prostitutes is the order of Frederick I Barbarossa, proclaimed during the first cam-
paign to Italy in 1158. Under that act they cut noses if prostitutes were caught with 
the army62. In 1367 a Chief Justice of Paris issued a decree about the prohibition of 
adultery, those who were caught and accused were put to the “Pillar of Shame”, stig-
matized and expelled from the city. For procuration and temptation in medieval Spain 
and Portugal prostitutes could be sentenced to death. Later, during the rule of Maria 

62	 Gryaznov, Prostitution as a public illness and measures for its healing, 90.
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Theresa Walburga Amalia Christina (reign1740-1780) in Austria “lechery not only 
like prostitution but also like concubine was prosecuted, and any adultery resulted in 
monetary penalty and detention. Female prostitution was punished with cruel bodily 
injury and battering. The usual punishment for them was flogging, and if a prostitute 
infected someone, then everything ended with torture. The sentence was pronounced 
by lower judges and almost instantly brought to execution. The woman was stripped 
off to the shirt and barefooted to the church, where she was placed in a sack that was 
tied to her chin, and then the executioner shaved the hair to its very roots. The shaved 
skull was smeared with tar and soot, and the culprit was exhibited on the scourge of 
the populace on Sunday during the Divine Liturgy. At the end of the service, she was 
tied to the bench and the executioner punched her with birching applied to the bare 
body, after which a disgraced prostitute was thrown into a wheelbarrow and taken 
outside the city”63. This had been the practice in Austria prior to the 1820's. 

Easing in labelling with an image started in the Age of Enlightenment, because 
since the end of the eighteenth century, when the morality police was introduced, 
“tolerance becomes an encouragement”64. However, it did not mean at all that the idea 
of the expediency of labelling those who were on the side of evil had disappeared 
from social consciousness. Social temperament required the continued presence of 
somebody who was announced (or could be announced) like the Other, who gener-
ated threats. Thus, artificial labelling, consolidated with positive law, was surpassed 
with an idea to stigmatise the girls of the night by the very nature. This transition be-
gan in the second half of the nineteenth century, when Charles Lombroso presented 
the concept of anthropological criminology, according to which members of criminal 
community were determined biologically. Ch. Lombroso was convinced that a wom-
an, who was similar in character to a man (low male voice, skull and oval, according 
to the male type) and didn’t have shyness, could demonstrate signs of degeneration 
and propensity to prostitution. The latter, in turn, could be a manifestation of “mor-
al insanity”65. Lombroso also mentioned that “Mrs. Tarnovska”66, had come to such 
conclusions. K. Griaznov, who mentioned her research, pointed out that the lady, con-
ducting her own study,  had presented prostitutes like women who displayed a low 
intelligence level, had the wrong size of the skull, the facial bones, palate, teeth, pinna 
auricle and limbs67. This approach continues in some modern publications. For in-
stance, El.R. Knauer, in her article "Portrait of a Lady?”68, represents some reflections 
on images of prostitutes of the end of the fifteenth century (the author focuses on the 
picture of a woman, represented on a painting attributed to Jacometto Veneziano). 
El.R. Knauer argues that the woman is a prostitute because the evidence of this is the 
manner the artist painted her emphasizing on a male type face, thinning hair, wrin-
kles and other defects associated with prostitution. However, the detail that serves as 
63	 Brockhaus and Efron Encyclopedic Dictionary, 480.
64	 Foucault, M. Discipline and Punish, 121.
65	 Plutarch, “The Comparison of Poplicola with Solon,” 64.
66	 Plutarch, “The Comparison of Poplicola with Solon,” 65.
67	 Gryaznov, K. Prostitution as a public illness and measures for its healing, 23-26.
68	 Knauer, “Portrait of a Lady?”.
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the main argument of the charge is a yellow scarf that covers the head of a woman and 
falls to a loop on the shoulder (which corresponds to the above described description 
of labelling in the cities of Europe). The author suggests that the inscription on the 
back of the panel should be translated as: “The whore dedicated herself to wanton-
ness, license, and lewdness”69.

The “Post-Auschwitz” social space, after the period when everyone detected as 
the Others had had to be killed, rethought its attitude to the girls of the night. Thus, in 
the second half of the twentieth century, gradually the policy of explicit stigmatisation 
has been surpassed with the policy of dissolving prostitutes in the general mass of the 
population, which, in principle, created the illusion of reducing the scale of body and 
love selling. It should be noted that since the 1960's the social community has been 
openly demonstrating an interest in reducing the apparent stigmatisation of women 
who have been involved in prostitution. However, the rejection of explicit labelling 
has resulted in at least two consequences. The first one is a positive moment, since 
such stigmatization and discrimination have lost their vividness.  Social environment 
seems to have tried to form a picture that medieval tolerance has returned. However, 
as we have already spoken, the tolerance of that period was a front. The second is 
a negative moment when there “has occurred а tendency to “see prostitutes every-
where”” and has been spread on all women around, who don’t meet an idea of a social 
standard.  Moreover, in reality, such a policy has led to the formation of a specific con-
tingent of women inclined to prostitution in every social and professional environ-
ment (it is illustrated by the main character of a movie “Intergirl”, who worked as a 
nurse at daytime, and in her spare time she had a more profitable part-time job, since 
she was selling her body).

Perhaps, the most paradoxical aspect is that in the social space of the late twen-
tieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, although the society has 
come to the conclusion that the discrimination against labelling with clothing is neg-
ative, but it remains concerned about sex workers, while making a first impression 
as the usual business ladies, to continue to feel humiliating in their adherence to this 
professional field. No matter how society has been interested in the reason why the 
girls of the night, persistently, probably at the level of the collective conditional reflex, 
have continued to wear the clothes which, as an image is flashy and declares about its 
owner’s professional affiliation.

Conclusions 
Thus, social stigmatization and rules-directed labelling with an image of a public 

woman have been surpassed with self-stigmatisation and self-labelling, and this ten-
dency requires further research and other methods of study. In the social space, the 
mythical perception of the image of the girl of the night continues to exist as one that 
should be labelled with clothing and colour. Such a prescription to public women had 
prevailed in traditional culture and had been saved in modern social space, although 
it has lost its categoricalness and aggressiveness. However, it was not possible to get 
rid of the semantics of women's accessory to the category “public”, because self-la-

69	 Knauer, “Portrait of a Lady?”.
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belling was replaced by standard labelling. Taking this fact into consideration, it is 
possible to speak about three ways in which labelling with an image of the girls of the 
night has been happening: 1) biologically, when women, who are practising prostitu-
tion, have been deprived of feminity (Ch. Lombroso) or have lost feminity faster than 
others are aging or degrading; 2) socially, based on prescriptions and established by 
specific legislation status; 3) voluntarily, as an indulgence of the stereotyped tradi-
tional notion of what the girl of the night should look like and what she should differ 
from a decent girl. This tradition was founded in antiquity, and taking into account, 
that “we see with the eyes of the Greeks and use their phrases when we speak”70, so, 
perhaps, mankind will be guided for a long time by the signs they have initiated, for 
instance, an expressive costume, which is perceived as a signal of the person's acces-
sory to prostitution.
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