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Abstract 

 
This work examines the portrayal of Roman women in epitaphs and literary texts. 

Specifically, the portrayal of wives and intimate partners is examined to discover 

differences and similarities between five Latin terms: coniunx, uxor, marita, 

concubina, and contubernalis. A sixth Latin term, amica, is considered in Appendix 

C. The traditional scholarly view has been that Roman wives were statically 

portrayed as chaste, modest, and wool-working. These ideals appear not to have 

been important to the portrayal of most Roman women. Through a comparison of 

the evidence available for these terms, with special consideration given to the 

epigraphic material, it is clear that the traditional view of Roman women and the 

ideals held for them needs to be revised. Wives, and their husbands, in general, 

were not concerned with portraying traditional domestic and sexual virtues. 

Furthermore, the portrayal of the Roman wife was not a static entity. The Romans 

had a nuanced understanding of each of the terms under discussion and the 

scholarly discourse on Roman marriage and wives needs to be adjusted to take this 

into account. The overarching concern of this thesis is to examine the differences 

among term usages based on epithets. In the investigation of epithets and term 

usage, it became clear that status and time period were important. The result of 

this study is to show that the portrayal of a wife depended on her status, time 

period, burial location, and, ultimately, the term chosen to categorise her 

relationship. Adding to the scholarship on women in ancient Rome, this study 

augments the current understanding of Roman women and wives. 
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1 

Introduction 

 
 

CIL 6.15346: 
 
Hospes quod deico paullum est asta ac pellege / 
heic est sepulcrum hau(d) pulcrum pulcrai feminae / 
nomen parentes nominarunt Claudiam / 
su<u=O>m mareitum corde deilexit s{o}uo / 
gnatos duos creavit horunc alterum / 
in terra linquit alium sub terra locat / 
sermone lepido tum autem incessu commode / 
domum servavit lanai fecit dixi abei.1 

Friend, I have not much to say; stop and read it. This tomb, which is not 
fair, is for a fair woman. Her parents gave her the name Claudia. She 
loved her husband in her heart. She bore two sons, one of whom she 
left on earth, the other beneath it. She was pleasant to talk with, and 
she walked with grace. She kept the house and worked in wool. That is 
all. You may go.2 

 

With this epitaph, one learns of Claudia, a supposedly representative Roman 

wife.3 Or was she? What was typical about this woman or her epitaph? The answer, 

in short, is nothing. In this epitaph, Claudia herself addressed the passer-by. Most 

Roman epitaphs in the current sample did not address anyone other than the 

Sacred Spirits of the Dead. This epitaph is long. Most were short and consisted of 

only a few lines of text. This epitaph is atypical. Why, then, should scholars argue 

that the presentation of the wife found in it is typical?4 This epitaph should raise 

questions about the typical characterisation of Roman wives and intimate partners.  

                                       
1 CIL 6.15346.  
2 Lattimore’s translation from Women’s Life in Greece and Rome: A Source Book in 
Translation, eds. Mary R. Lefkowitz and Maureen B. Fant (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1992), 16. 
3 This view is further illustrated in Chapter 2. Among others listed in Chapter 2, see Kristina 
Milnor, Gender, Domesticity, and the Age of Augustus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005), 29-30; Eve D’Ambra, Roman Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 2007), 
59-60; Lena Larsson Lovén, “Lanam Fecit: Woolworking and Female Virtue” in Aspects of 
Women in Antiquity: Proceedings of the First Nordic Symposium on Women's Lives in Antiquity, 
eds. Lena Larsson Lovén and Agneta Strömberg (Jonsered: Paul Åströms Förlag, 1998), 85-
88; Patricia B. Salzman-Mitchell, A Web of Fantasies: Gaze, Image and Gender in Ovid's 
Metamorphoses (Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2005), 120-121. 
4 See the section (below, 8) entitled: “The Ideals of Roman Women and Marriage” for a 
discussion of the traditional treatment of this topic. 
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In the following work, the meaning of “wife” in Rome is under investigation 

through an examination of the portrayal of different “wives” in Latin epitaphs and 

literature. There are several different terms for women involved in intimate 

relationships in Latin. These terms were not interchangeable and there were 

important differences in their usage when compared to each other and when 

criteria such as status and time period are brought into the equation. There were 

also important differences in the usage of the same term in two different sources: 

literature and epitaphs. Chronological variations also appear within these two sets 

of evidence. 

The intention in writing this dissertation is twofold. The primary goal is to 

present a comprehensive portrait of wives and intimate partners in the late Roman 

Republic through the Roman Empire. From this, it will be possible to see if the 

ideals held by the upper classes, members of which wrote the surviving Roman 

literature, were the same as the lower-class purchasers of epitaphs and what 

factors (e.g. status, tomb type) affected those ideals.5 By examining these sources 

chronologically, it will be possible to discover if there was an overarching ideal of 

wifely behaviour in Rome or whether various factors such as term and status 

affected the ideals presented for women in different ways at different times. The 

secondary result is to trace, for the first time, the chronological development of 

these ideals.  

Scholars have denied the possibility of seeing a linear progression.6 However, 

it now appears possible to trace a developmental pattern using the epitaphs and 

                                       
5 Richard P. Saller and Brent D. Shaw, “Tombstones and Roman Family Relations in the 
Principate: Civilians, Soldiers and Slaves,” JRS 74 (1984): 125-156. Saller and Shaw have 
noted (128) that: “the cost for modest memorials was not so high as to be prohibitive for 
working Romans.” As a result, tombstones offer “evidence of social relationships of those 
Romans between the élite and the very poor, a group for which our literary sources give little 
information—hence the importance of expending so much effort on such intractable data.” 
6 Susan Treggiari, Roman Marriage: Iusti Coniuges From the Time of Cicero to the Time of 
Ulpian (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 13-14. Susan Treggiari states, “nor is it often 
possible to trace the course of important changes.” She also argues that: “Much of the 
evidence which would enable us to do so is simply lacking. In particular, the pivotal period 
of Roman law during which social priorities altered in reaction to changing 
circumstances…is badly documented....The result of this patchiness of available sources is 
that in a discussion of the development of law in its social context we cannot focus as 
sharply as we should like on the transition from archaic patriarchalism to the society we 
know from the letters and speeches of Cicero in the late Republic (during the pre-classical 
period of law).” This, however, focuses strongly on Roman legal sources. 
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literary evidence. Epitaphs are notoriously difficult to date and internal criteria 

must be used if one wants to attempt to date the tombstones of Rome.7 One 

hypothesis that will be tested in this study is the degree to which it is possible to 

use the internal evidence of inscriptions for dating them and by doing so to discover 

if (and if so, how) the expectations associated with the spousal role changed. These 

epitaphs will also be used as evidence for the view from below for comparison to the 

upper-class view seen in the literature. 

As this dissertation is a study of Roman wives and Latin terms, only Latin 

literature will be investigated. Though reference will be made to legal sources, the 

non-legal sources are important for an understanding of how each term was used 

in a specific time period (dated by author’s life dates or, when known, date of 

publication) and genre. The time period under investigation stretches, generally, 

from the late Republic through the middle of the imperial period (c. 85 B.C.E. to c. 

200 C.E.). Cicero’s letters will be used for evidence of married women in the late 

Republic.8 Women in the letters of Cicero will then be compared to women in the 

letters of Pliny the Younger as this allows for a chronologically based, but genre-

specific, comparison.  

For the terms uxor and coniunx, this methodology is an alternative to the 

passage-by-passage analysis used for all other terms (marita, contubernalis, 

concubina, and, in Appendix C, amica). For the remaining terms, every reference in 

Latin literature has been examined from both the republican and imperial periods. 

To this point, there has not been a study that examines each term individually 

(especially for the terms denoting legal marriage) or that specifically traces the 

chronological shift in ideals for these terms. 

The need for such a study has long been recognised and would help to 

create a more nuanced picture of Roman epigraphy as it relates to wifely ideals.9 As 

                                       
7 John Bodel, Epigraphic Evidence: Ancient History from Inscriptions (London: Routledge, 
2001), 51. 
8 Given the original search criteria used, which was sometimes limited to CIL 6, and the 
criteria laid out for the dating of inscriptions in the current sample, it is possible that some 
late-Republican inscriptions have been missed or that there are late-Republican inscriptions 
“hiding” in the sample of inscriptions with no assigned date. 
9 H. Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations (Forthcoming), 218-219, n. 23. Sigismund-Nielsen 
called for a chronological study based on imperial nomina but it was beyond the scope of her 
study. The current study does not examine imperial nomina in order to trace overarching 
inscriptional changes following Sigismund-Nielsen. Rather, imperial nomina were used 
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early as 1909, Samuel Glenn Harrod called for a chronological study but it was 

beyond the scope of his work:  

Any systematic attempt to trace in detail the development of usage or 
meaning would be extremely difficult, if not quite impossible. It would, 
indeed, be very desirable to ascertain with definiteness the period in which a 
particular term of endearment had vogue, and the stages by which another 
epithet supplanted it in popular favor; to determine the period during which 
a given name of relationship had a certain meaning, and the approximate 
date at which it developed a slightly different meaning.10  

 

Technological advances have made this systematic attempt less difficult. The 

current study shows that it is possible to trace the chronological shift in ideals and 

term usage for women in both Latin literary and epigraphic sources and, by doing 

so, it is now possible to see when various epithets (and terms) were “in vogue.” This 

will change perceptions of Roman marriage and marital ideals. 

In order to achieve this, searches were conducted for epitaphs and passages 

of Latin literature that contain terms indicative of a spousal or quasi-spousal 

relationship. The exact methodology employed is detailed in Appendix A with a brief 

overview in Chapter 1. The terms that have been examined are: coniunx, uxor, 

marita, contubernalis, concubina, and amica, the last of which has been relegated to 

Appendix C. These six terms were chosen for two reasons. The first three terms, 

coniunx, uxor, and marita, are all indicative of a legally recognised wife (though not 

all women called by such terms were eligible to contract a legal marriage) and must, 

therefore, be included in an examination of marital terms. However, the differences 

among the three terms have not been fully examined in the past.11 The last three 

terms, contubernalis, concubina, and amica, have been examined as terms that 

                                       
secondarily, and only when present, to give broad dates to inscriptions, following Bodel, 
Epigraphic Evidence, 51. This has resulted in a large number of inscriptions in my database 
being undatable using this criterion. Please note that the version of Roman Relations used 
for this investigation was an early version and the page numbers may differ from the final 
published work. 
10 Harrod, Latin Terms of Endearment, xi-xii. 
11 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 6-7. Treggiari, here, discusses the difference in the meaning of 
these two terms but does not differentiate between them in her discussion of epigraphic or 
literary evidence for wives; both are taken as evidence for wives in general. Gordon Williams 
also does not thereafter differentiate between uxor and coniunx and simply uses the English 
word “wife” for all evidence. Gordon Williams, “Some Aspects of Roman Marriage Ceremonies 
and Ideals,” JRS 48 (1958): 16-29. These are only two examples but it is, generally, a trend 
when writing about Roman wives to simply call them “wives;” this is the same for other 
relationships as well. 
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possibly denote a so-called de facto marital union or, at least, an intimate 

relationship between a man and a woman.12 In order to understand the Roman 

conception of marriage more fully, it is imperative to include these alternative 

relationships. The evidence will show, however, that the term concubina was not, in 

fact, marital but rather indicated a short-term sexual relationship. For amica, the 

evidence is lacking but the literary evidence is quite different from the small sample 

of inscriptions. These inscriptions suggest that amica may have been used to 

describe a friendship rather than a sexual union. These women as a whole will 

often be referred to as “women” or “partners” or, for the definitively marital terms, 

as “wife” or “wives.”13 The differences among these terms will become clear as the 

evidence is presented but the variety of terms examined will allow the portrayal of 

wives or intimate partners to be presented fully. 

By examining these terms for their usage in two types of sources (Roman 

literature and Roman epitaphs), the unique nature of each term and the 

appropriate use of it by the Romans will be revealed. Source-based differences in 

usage will become apparent, as will chronological shifts in the ideals portrayed. By 

comparing upper-class Roman literature to lower-class Roman epitaphs and by 

separating out status groups within the epitaphs, it is also possible to illustrate 

differences that existed between the two overarching status groups. The evidence 

leads to the conclusion that the epitaphs of Rome give the social reality of the 

lower-class Romans rather than ideals. It also shows that the portrayal found in the 

epitaphs was at odds, in some cases, with the ideals for wives and women in 

intimate relationships held by the élite males of Rome, though both sets 

demonstrate chronological development. This shows not a filtering of ideals from 

the upper classes to the lower classes but a lack of interaction between the two 

resulting in a disjunction in the ideals held for female intimate partners by each 

group. The lower classes had their own ideals and their own understanding of 

terms. They were not concerned with, or affected by (or possibly even “aware of”), 

                                       
12 See Beryl Rawson, “Roman Concubinage and Other De Facto Marriages,” TAPA 104 (1974): 
279-305. Susan Treggiari, “Contubernales in CIL 6,” Phoenix 35 (1981): 42-61. Susan 
Treggiari, “Concubinae,” Papers of the British School at Rome 49 (1981): 59-81. 
13 There are terms used for married women and intimate/sexual partners that have not been 
included in the present study, largely due to the original focus on inscriptions. Terms such 
as materfamilias do indicate a married woman but are rare in the inscriptions. As a result, 
the study was limited to the more commonly acknowledged spousal terms.  
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the ideals of the upper classes. This will be seen as particularly true for the 

alternative terms for women, concubina, contubernalis, and amica, where there is a 

greater disparity between the epigraphic and literary usage, while for the legal 

terms (coniunx and uxor), a further status difference is found in the epitaphs with 

the epitaphs of the freeborn more closely following the literary vision of wives. 

The following study is broken up into several chapters. Chapter 1 will 

introduce the topic, the historiographical background to the topic, and the 

methodology employed herein. The methodology is fully explored in Appendix A. In 

Chapter 2, wives in Latin literature will be examined in three parts: married women 

in Cicero’s letters will be compared to married women in Pliny’s letters. This will be 

followed by an in-depth examination of maritae in literature. These two approaches 

to married women and marital terms will highlight the difficulty found in 

differentiating between these terms but will provide evidence of the appropriate 

portrayal of married women in Rome. The section on Cicero will show what actual 

married women were doing in Rome in the late Republic. This will compare to the 

letters of Pliny in which we see a completely different focus indicative of a 

chronological shift in ideals. This will provide a comparative basis for Chapter 3 

which will focus on the usage of each term (marita, coniunx, and uxor) in epigraphic 

material. The usage of each term and the differences between them will be 

examined to discover what factors affected the portrayal of a wife. Again, the 

chronological shift will be discussed with reference to the political changes in Rome 

from Republic to Empire.  

Alternative relationships will be discussed in two chapters and an appendix 

(Chapters 4 and 5 and Appendix C) based on each term: contubernalis, concubina, 

and amica. Each chapter, and the corresponding Appendix C, will be divided into 

two sections on the literary and epigraphic evidence for each term. At that point, 

having already reconstructed the portrayal of women using the three terms 

indicative of legal marriage (with the understanding that they could also be used 

when legal marriage was not a possibility), an assessment of terms applied to 

partners denied conubium provides an excellent point of comparison. Interesting 

variations appear as contubernales show a commemorative pattern dissimilar to 

that used for legal terms while amicae (though only a very small sample) and 

concubinae have few parallels either to one another or to the marital evidence. 
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In the end, this study will add to the wider scholarly discussion on marriage 

in Rome and the place of women in Rome. It will also inform on issues related to 

status, chronological shift, and source criticism. By incorporating evidence from the 

traditional area of Roman literature and comparing it to Latin inscriptions, used in 

a less traditional manner with statistical analysis, this study will also add to the 

variety of methodologies available to the student of ancient social history. In the 

end, finer distinctions among ancient wives will be possible as a result of this work. 
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Chapter 1:  

Historiography and Methodology 

 
This chapter will accomplish two things. First, a discussion of Roman 

women in general will survey how this topic has been treated in the last 150 years. 

Second, an analysis of each term denoting an intimate male/female relationship 

will provide the traditional definitions together with a brief discussion of the sample 

sizes and methodology used in this study. A full examination of methodological 

considerations can be found in Appendix A with statistically generated tables and 

graphs in Appendix B. The terms that have been examined (amica, concubina, 

coniunx, contubernalis, marita, and uxor) will be separated in order to show the 

necessity of this term-by-term approach.  

 
I. The Ideals of Roman Women and Marriage  

It is important to understand the interpretation of Roman women, wives, 

and marriage in current scholarship in order to see the place of the present study. 

Many studies, as outlined below, rely on the work of earlier scholars regarding 

inscriptions.14 This is logical given the past difficulties of dealing with inscriptions. 

The advent in the last twenty years of simplified database programs coupled with 

searchable databases of inscriptions (which encompass recently found inscriptions 

not available in the published corpora including 1,600 from AE 2005) makes new 

studies, such as this, useful for adding to the portrait of Roman wives and intimate 

partners.15  

One of the most influential studies, on all aspects of Roman social history, is 

Ludwig Friedländer’s Darstellungen aus der Sittengeschichte Roms or Roman Life 

                                       
14 The studies listed are not intended to be an exhaustive list of works on Roman women or 
Roman marriage. This is simply a representative sample to show that the traditional ideals 
ascribed to Roman wives are part of mainstream scholarship on Roman women, gender, 
wives, and marriage. 
15 Similar studies could be done on a variety of topics, as the searchable inscriptional 
databases are certainly not limited to spousal inscriptions. This technique could be applied 
(if it has not already been) to a study of other familial relationships, provincial versus Roman 
inscriptions, imperial inscriptions, military inscriptions and more. The searchable nature of 
these databases means that fairly comprehensive searches can be completed in a much less 
time-consuming manner than allowed by the printed volumes of inscriptions. 
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and Manners under the Early Empire, first published in 1862.16 Friedländer 

mentioned the ideal of wool spinning for women.17 He also noted that tombstones 

highlighted this ideal through textual praise for the skill and through 

iconography.18 For this, he cites only three inscriptions and refers to the Laudatio 

Turiae.19 However, citing Columella, XII, praef 9., Friedländer acknowledged that 

the custom had fallen out of use.20 As we shall see, this is very much the case. The 

average Roman wife did not spin and weave and this was not even an ideal. If a 

Roman woman spun wool, she did so as a paying occupation.21 

                                       
16 Ludwig Friedländer, Darstellungen aus der Sittengeschichte Roms. 1862-1871. The English 
edition is: Roman Life and Manners under the Early Empire, 7th edition, trans. Leonard A. 
Magnus (London: Routledge, 1913). Richmond Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin 
Epitaphs (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1962). Scholars who continue to use 
Friedländer and Lattimore include (but are not limited to): myself, Treggiari, Roman Marriage 
and Treggiari, Terentia, Tullia, and Publilia; Weaver, Familia Caesaris; McGinn, The Economy 
of Prostitution. John Matthers also refers to Friedländer’s English edition as containing 
material that is “still much of interest.” John Matthews, “Roman Life and Society” in The 
Oxford Illustrated History of the Roman World, eds. John Boardman, Jasper Griffen, and 
Oswyn Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 359. See also Beryl Rawson, “The 
Roman Family” in The Roman Family: New Perspectives, ed. Beryl Rawson (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1986), 51, n. 66 in reference to “slave morality.” 
17 Friedländer, Darstellungen, 1: 269-270.  
18 Friedländer, Darstellungen, 1: 270.  
19 Friedländer, Darstellungen, 1: 269. Also, on 270, n. 6, the citation is to CIL 2.1699 and 
6.11602. Magnus’ English edition gives different citations on p. 230; the note gives Orelli, 
4639, 4860, and CIL 2.1699.  
20 Friedländer, Darstellungen aus der Sittengeschichte Roms, 1: 270.  
21 The exception to the theory that Roman wives did not spin wool will be, of course, women 
who worked as weavers in order to make a living. But, in this case, the presentation of 
weaving is not as an ideal but as a job. There are eleven inscriptions which mention a 
quasillaria: CIL 6.6339; CIL 6.6340; CIL 6.6341; CIL 6.6342; CIL 6.6343; CIL 6.6344; CIL 
6.6345; CIL 6.6346; CIL 6.9495; CIL 6.9849; CIL 6.9850. Not one uses a phrase related to 
lanam fecit. All appear to be short inscriptions and they all appear to have been epitaphs of 
the working class. This was not a description of moral behaviour; rather it was a job. Only 
one quasillaria is commemorated by her spouse (6342) and he is a tabellarius, a letter 
carrier. Another is commemorated by a lanipendius, a man who weighed out wool for 
spinning, indicating that this was likely a co-worker (9495). These are quite different from 
marital inscriptions. Considering that a quasillaria could be seen by the upper-class literati 
to be a code-name for a prostitute as in Sulpicia’s Poem 4 (something not reflected in the 
inscriptions), it is hard to believe that this job is at all related to the morally charged lanam 
fecit. It is also hard to believe that an upper-class woman actually wanted to be seen by men 
as someone who wove. Sulpicia certainly did not want Cerinthus to see her this way. 
Sulpicia, in Poem 4, was quite derisive of Cerinthus being interested in a prostitute who 
wears a toga and carries a little basket (of weaving, most likely): “Sit tibi cura togae potior 
pressumque quasillo / scortum quam Servi filia Sulpicia” = “Let a toga’d whore and her wool-
basket be of more importance to you than Suplicia, Servius’ daughter.” Translation by 
Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 9. 
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Despite Friedländer’s understanding that wool-working was not an 

important facet of life for most Roman women, the idea of wool-working as the 

archetype of ideal feminine behaviour held by all Romans and as a symbol of their 

devotion to sexual virtues such as chastity (usually indicated by casta or castissima 

on the epitaphs) and modesty (indicated by pudicitia or pudicissima on the epitaphs) 

persists and has become a standby in scholarship while, at the same time, 

recognition of Friedländer’s “moral judgements” has also been noted.22 Sigismund-

Nielsen has noted this tradition as well and also Lattimore’s usage of Friedländer.23 

In 1962, Richmond Lattimore wrote Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs based on 

his 1935 dissertation.24 In the section addressing epitaphs dedicated to Roman 

women, he refers specifically to Friedländer.25 Lattimore’s corresponding lists of 

epitaphs have brought chastity, modesty, and wool-working to the forefront of 

Roman marital ideals. According to Lattimore, the Romans idealised the traditional 

virtues of the housewife and “the word pia, which sums up such qualities, is much 

in evidence; and we hear much of chastity.”26 One of the examples given is the 

epitaph to Aurelia Philematium, on which more will be said in Chapter 3. Wool-

working also makes an appearance with only seven examples though the idea of 

“moral decline,” indicating that women were not meeting this ideal, is also 

presented.27  

Following Lattimore, Gordon Williams wrote about the importance of wool-

working, faithfulness, and being a virgin bride who would become univira. His 

inscriptional evidence was based entirely on Lattimore’s lists.28 Given the difficulty 

                                       
22 See Albert Granger Harkness, “Age at Marriage and at Death in the Roman Empire,” TAPA 
27 (1896), 49. Brent D. Shaw, “‘With Whom I Lived’: Measuring Roman Marriage,” Ancient 
Society 32 (2003), 196-197. Shaw gives an excellent overview of the moralising tendencies 
regarding Roman marriage in both ancient and modern works. 
23 See Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen, “Who Invented the Univira?” Forthcoming. 
24 Richmond Lattimore, Themes in Greek and Latin Epitaphs (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1962), Introduction. 
25 Lattimore, Themes, 295, n. 234 and 296, nn. 248 and 252. This tradition has been noted 
previously. See Sigismund-Nielsen, “Who Invented the Univira?” Forthcoming. 
26 Lattimore, Themes, 296. Lattimore cites three tombstones. 
27 Lattimore, Themes, 296, n. 252. He writes, “For complaints of the decline of morality 
among women under the Empire, cf. Friedländer I, 281-285.” 
28 Gordon Williams, “Some Aspects of Roman Marriage Ceremonies and Ideals,” JRS 48 
(1958): 16-29. Williams cites Lattimore for the importance of being a virgin bride, 18, n. 13; 
for being an univira, he also cites Lattimore, 23, n. 29; he discusses the importance of 
faithfulness to one man as well, 23.  
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of examining inscriptions, this was a logical methodology. For wool-working, he 

stated, citing Lattimore, that “praise of a wife’s devotion to wool-making is a 

frequent theme in literature and on the epitaphs.”29 Again, the recognition that this 

was an ideal and not actual practice was present: wool-working was symbolic and 

was not “to be understood literally, despite the fact that Augustus tried to instil the 

virtuous practice into his family.”30 Nevertheless, he did argue that it was a 

commonly presented ideal for women.  

Following both Lattimore and Williams, numerous scholars have discussed 

the importance of wool-working in epitaphs.31 In addition to citing Lattimore, the 

Claudia epitaph, which began this study, is also often held up as a typical epitaph 

showing wifely ideals.32 Inscriptions in general are sometimes discussed, without 

specific reference, as evidence for the ideals of women, legally married or otherwise, 

including wool-working.33 The agreement of ideals between Latin literary sources 

and inscriptions is also presented.34 Inscriptional evidence often includes a citation 

to Lattimore’s study or a citation to “elaborate examples” such as the Claudia 

epitaph, the Laudatio Murdiae, or the Laudatio Turiae.35 The idea that these were 

the ideals, if not the reality, persists. As Hallett notes: “Literary and inscriptional 

sources routinely associate Roman women of all classes with wool working, an 

activity seen as symbolic of women’s domestic duties.” She tempers this by 

continuing: “But it is also clear that many women from privileged families relegated 

                                       
29 Williams, “Some Aspects of Roman Marriage,” 21, n. 20.  
30 Williams, “Some Aspects of Roman Marriage,” 21, n. 20.  
31 See, for example, Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 243-244, n. 112, which cites Lattimore.  
32 Kristina Milnor, Gender, Domesticity, and the Age of Augustus (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 29-30. Milnor briefly mentions “funerary inscriptions, which praise, along with 
modesty and obedience, wives’ skill in tending children and working with wool.” Milnor cites 
the Claudia epitaph as “typical” and follows Lattimore, whose study “yields many similar 
examples.” 
33 Eve D’Ambra, Roman Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 2007), 59-60. 
D’Ambra writes that “many tombstones simply evoke the worthy matron’s qualities by 
stating “lanam fecit,” she made wool.” She does not list the tombstones she has used though 
the phrase lanam fecit is indicative of the Claudia epitaph. 
34 Lovén, “Lanam Fecit,” 85: “a woman working in wool was a long-lived ideal in Roman 
society and it is reflected in literary as well as in both epigraphic and iconographic sources.” 
35 Lovén, “Lanam Fecit,” 88 and n. 20. See also Susanna Morton Braund, Latin Literature 
(London: Routledge, 2002), 156-157. For an alternate view of the Laudatio Murdiae and its 
unusual portrayal of Murdia as “a lady of considerable independence” whose virtues 
“underline in a truly moralistic tone the fixity of thematic content in discussions of female 
virtues” see Hugh Lindsay, “The Laudatio Murdiae: Its Content and Significance,” Latomus 63 
(2004): 88-97. 
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weaving and other burdensome household chores to their slaves.”36 The implication 

of many studies is that weaving was a commonplace ideal, though a stereotype, and 

was used as a symbol of purity and chastity throughout Roman society.37  

In addition to Claudia, Aurelia Philematium has been viewed as an excellent 

example of the typical Roman wife. As exemplified by the Aurelia Philematium 

inscription, the good wife was “casta pudens” or “chaste and modest.”38 As with the 

Claudia epitaph, this inscription is held up as proof that the ideal wife in the 

epitaphs was chaste (castissima or pudica). Aurelia Philematium embodies this ideal 

by avoiding the crowd thus showing her “sexual fidelity.”39 This tombstone is also 

viewed as embodying the ideals of love and as illustrating “the wife’s devotion to the 

husband she loves.”40 Very few scholars point out the darker possibilities of Aurelia 

Philematium being married to the man who had raised her since she was seven 

years old.41 D’Ambra’s summation of this epitaph is representative: “Chastity, 

                                       
36 Judith P. Hallett, “Women in the Ancient Roman World” in Women’s Roles in Ancient 
Civilizations: A Reference Guide, ed. Bella Vivante (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), 
264-265. 
37 Beth Severy, Augustus and the Family at the Birth of the Roman Empire (London: Routledge, 
2003), 20. Severy acknowledges that this was a “stereotypical activity” of the ideal Roman 
woman that was morally charged and equated with chastity. 
38 CIL 6.9499 = ILLRP 793. See below, p. 216-217, for text of the inscription. 
39 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 232. Treggiari cites the three pages of casta in Jory’s index, 
Lattimore’s list and Kajanto’s fifteen examples of pudica and discusses Aurelia Philematium. 
For other uses of Aurelia Philematium to show the overarching ideals of chastity and fidelity, 
see also Hallett, “Women in the Ancient Roman World,” 271-272. Hallett argues that: 
“Commemorating women of all social classes, they [epitaphs] indicate that marital fidelity 
and chastity were highly valued.” Hallett also argues (272) that: “a woman’s worth lies 
exclusively in her marital fidelity and chastity, and that most of those who read the 
inscription were likely to share this belief.” 
40 D’Ambra, Roman Women, 82. Contra see Jo-Marie Claassen, “Documents of a Crumbling 
Marriage: The Case of Cicero and Terentia,” Phoenix 50 (1996): 208-232. Claassen notes 
(213) that affectio maritalis “should not be read as ‘conjugal affection’ but as ‘the mental 
attitude’ or ‘determination to be married’.” 
41 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 17-18, n. 15. Sigismund-Nielsen notes that this 
could actually be an example of horrific child abuse. “A worst case scenario could in modern 
terms depict this woman as a sexually abused child forced to marry her rapist - a butcher - 
with whom she then had to live secluded from the world until she mercifully died. Strangely 
enough this possibility has not been touched upon in the numerous references to this 
monument.” D’Ambra, Roman Women, 83, merely states that “we don’t know when his 
fatherly attentions turned amorous or if their union preceded their manumission.” She does 
not further discuss the implication for a young girl on having a man’s “fatherly attentions” 
turn amorous. Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 124, writes that “Aurelia Philematium met her 
future husband when they were both slaves and she was 7 years old. We do not know when 
their contubernium and when their legal marriage began, but the epitaph suggests that they 
were fond of each other from their first meeting.” And Hallett, “Women in the Ancient Roman 
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modesty, fidelity, and devotion are the virtues that defined the exemplary matron, 

the ranks of which Philematium joined in death as in life.”42 In multiple sources, 

these are the virtues, in addition to wool-working, that are presented as being 

ascribed to wives in the epitaphs and literature of Rome.43 In some cases, the ideals 

are also seen as the expected reality.44 But were these really the ideals, much less 

the reality, for all Roman wives or women at all times? The evidence presented in 

the following study suggests that this was not the case. By examining marital (and 

intimate) terms separately in both Latin literary and epigraphic sources, a different 

set of ideals appears with variations based on numerous factors. 

  

 II. Terms Denoting Legally Married Women 

The drawback in approaching “wives” or “women” in Rome as a 

homogeneous group is that the Romans had different terms for wives; this is 

significant. As we will see, there have been detailed studies of concubinae and 

contubernales but Roman “wives” tend to have been treated as one group, 

regardless of Latin term. The Roman understanding of these terms was 

multifaceted and the current study proposes to examine each term as a distinct 

entity in order to inform on the wider portrayal of women and wives in Rome. This 

is made possible by the use of searchable databases, which allow term-specific 

searches. 

The majority of Latin authors used the terms uxor and coniunx, and even 

marita, somewhat ambiguously. As a result, modern scholars have not separated 

these terms in most discussions of wives or marriage. The most influential study in 

                                       
World,” 272, writes that “According to this inscription Aurelia was taken in, and perhaps 
even married, by Lucius when she was only seven years old, so that her husband functioned 
as a father (and more) to her. These particular circumstances may have accounted for the 
strong affection between husband and wife.” She goes on to say that marital relationships 
were extra important to slaves because their natal families were disrupted at an early age. 
42 D’Ambra, Roman Women, 83. 
43 Diana E. E. Kleiner and Susan B. Matheson, eds., I CLAUDIA II (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2000),13. Severy, Augustus and the Family, 12, 20-21, discusses at various 
points concern with chastity, wool-working; she also discusses (p. 137) the story of Livia 
weaving Augustus’ clothing. Suzanne Dixon, Cornelia: Mother of the Gracchi (London: 
Routledge, 2007), 50.  
44 Patricia B. Salzman-Mitchell, A Web of Fantasies: Gaze, Image and Gender in Ovid's 
Metamorphoses (Columbus, OH: The Ohio State University Press, 2005), 120-121. “...the 
wealthy aristocratic woman of Augustan times, even one who played high politics, was 
expected to weave and spin.” 
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the past thirty years was Treggiari’s Roman Marriage. She explains that the term 

uxor was less common than coniunx in epitaphs but much more common in 

authors such as Cicero, Juvenal, Suetonius, Fronto, and Pliny, which she sees as 

“evidence that this [uxor] is the usual word in everyday speech.”45 The evidence of 

the epitaphs would suggest that the everyday word of the lower classes was coniunx 

as it was greatly preferred to uxor in the epigraphic material. This evidence already 

points to a split between the lower-class and upper-class conceptions based on 

disparate usage patterns. Beyond this, there has been little specific discussion of 

how the usage of coniunx differed from that of uxor or marita. There have been no 

studies concentrating on these individual terms involving a comparison between 

Latin literary and epigraphic evidence although there have been some studies of the 

terms contubernalis, concubina, and amica.46  

Making distinctions among these three terms, however, is difficult within 

Latin literary evidence. For the term marita, an examination of all passages can 

easily be completed due to the rarity of the term. Uxor and coniunx appear so often 

in Latin literature that the focus shifted to references to named married women in 

the letters of two authors (Cicero and Pliny the Younger) in order to obtain an 

overall portrait of Roman wives in the two epistolary authors. For the epitaphs, it is 

possible to separate the three terms and, as a result, significant variations in the 

usage of these terms appear. This indicates that the lower-class purchasers of 

epitaphs had diverse understandings of the underlying connotations of these terms. 

When a widower purchased an epitaph, he had choice in both term of relationship 

and epithets; otherwise, the differences in usage would not occur. Given that the 

current study shows trends in the combinations of epithets and terms with 

additional factors of chronology and status influencing the choice, it appears that 

the understanding of these terms by the lower classes was not as ambiguous as the 

upper-class literary usage would imply. It also implies, in some instances, a 

                                       
45 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 7. In her discussion (231 ff.) of the epigraphic evidence, 
Treggiari reports on an unpublished study of both coniuges and uxores in CIL but the two 
are combined. Thus, it is impossible to know if the usage rates for the epithets that Treggiari 
gives are the same for both types. The evidence in this study shows that they likely would 
not be identical. 
46 See, for example, Treggiari, “Concubinae,” and “Contubernales in CIL 6” and Rawson, 
“Roman Concubinage.” Other examples are detailed; see below p. 19, on Alternative 
Relationships. 



  
 

 

15 

disjunction between the two: the lower-class epitaph purchasers were not 

influenced by the writings of the upper-classes. This may have implications for 

literacy as it implies that the lower-classes were also not reading, or were not 

capable of reading, this material.47 However, the corollary is that they were reading 

(or had read to them), and were influenced by, the inscriptions of their like-minded 

contemporaries, as patterns are visible. One of the underlying premises of this 

study is that the epitaph-purchasing public had a basic and functional level of 

literacy or, as the character in Petronius’ Statyricon states when asked, “sed 

lapidarias litteras scio” meaning that he at least knew “how to read inscriptions.”48 

                                       
47 This is a contentious issue and is well beyond the scope of the current study. Milnes-
Smith argues (199), that the evidence of tombstones “suggests that the usefulness of writing 
was appreciated by individuals whose upbringing had not included the formal ‘schooling’ 
purchased for the sons by members of local élites.” And while Harris, Ancient Literacy, 221-
222 and 267, who argues for literacy levels below 15%, states that epitaphs are no 
guarantee of literacy, Milnes-Smith argues that “the numbers of individuals equipped with 
some of the skills of reading and writing—those who knew at least something of letters 
(stone or otherwise)—seem likely to have been considerably larger.” For more discussion on 
this topic, with arguments for both high and low levels of literacy, functional literacy, and 
semi-literacy, see, among others: Philip Milnes-Smith, “‘Lapidarias litteras scio’: Literacy and 
Inscribing Cultures in Roman Venetia” in Literacy and the State in the Ancient Mediterranean, 
eds. Kathryn Lomas, Ruth Whitehouse, and John Wilkins (London: Accordia Research 
Institute, University of London, 2007), 185-201. William V. Harris, Ancient Literacy 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989). Alan K. Bowman and Greg Woolf, eds., 
Literacy and Power in the Ancient World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). J. 
H. Humphrey, ed., Literacy in the Roman World. Journal of Roman Archaeology 
Supplementary Series, no. 3. (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1991). This 
volume was a response to Harris and contains many useful articles. See, especially, 
Hopkins, “Conquest by Book,” 133-158, for the view that sub-élite literacy may be more 
important than previously thought; Hanson, “Ancient Illiteracy,” 159-198, for discussion of 
the importance of semi-literates and functioning illiterates; and Horsfall, “Statistics or States 
of Mind,” 59-77, for a general rebuttal of Harris’ thesis on low levels of literacy. See also 
Ancient Literacies, eds. William A. Johnson and Holt N. Parker (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009) for various discussions of the different aspects of the literacy debate. For earlier 
views on the higher level of literacy, see two articles by Edward E. Best, Jr.: “Literacy and 
Roman Voting,” Historia 23 (1974): 428-438 and “Attitudes toward Literacy Reflected in 
Petronius,” The Classical Journal 62 (1965): 72-76. For literacy in Egypt, see (among other 
articles by Youtie), Herbert C. Youtie, “Because They Do Not Know Letters,” Zeitschrift für 
Papyrologie und Epigraphik 19 (1975): 101-108. For more general studies, see Rosalind 
Thomas, Literacy and Orality in Ancient Greece (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992), with an epilogue on Rome. 
48 Petron. Sat. 58. As Greg Woolf has pointed out (46): “It is certain that relatively few 
individuals possessed that broad set of skills in creating and using texts that today we term 
full literacy. It is also clear that a far greater proportion of the population of the Roman 
empire could make use of texts than was the case in most ancient societies.” See Greg 
Woolf, “Literacy or Literacies in Rome?” in Ancient Literacies, eds. William A. Johnson and 
Holt N. Parker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 46-68.  
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In order to understand the differences in meaning for these terms, it is first 

necessary to catalogue the standard definitions available. 

 

1. Definitions of Terms Denoting Legal Marriage  

 The first source to consult for the meaning of coniunx and marita is TLL.49 As 

Anthony Corbeill has noted, TLL “will contain the most important extant evidence 

available for obtaining a complete understanding of the lemma.”50 Under “coniux 

(coniunx),” one finds that the term was so widely used in Latin literature that the 

entry contains only a selection of the original archival material. The term is marital 

in nature and uxor is part of the definition.51 For the entry on marita, TLL explains 

that it is related to the term nova nupta, which clarifies Shackleton Bailey’s 

translation of marita as “bride” as we will see below.52 The “U” volume, which will 

contain uxor, has not yet been completed by TLL.53 In agreement with TLL, Lewis 

and Short explain that a coniunx is described as “one who is united in marriage, a 

consort, spouse, wife; more rarely, a husband,”54 while the OLD defines a coniunx as 

“1. A partner in marriage, consort. b. a husband. c. a wife; an intended wife, bride.” 

Significantly, OLD also points out that coniunx can be “applied to a concubine”55 

though it is possible that this usage is unique to Propertius and Seneca as it does 

                                       
49 For the pros and cons of using TLL, see Anthony Corbeill, “‘Going Forward’: A Diachronic 
Analysis of the Thesaurus Linguae Latinae,” The American Journal of Philology 128 (2007): 
469-496. Corbeill details the exhaustive research that has gone into TLL but also points out 
some flaws such as a high rate of errors in citations from the earlier volumes. He notes (474) 
that the citation error rate has gone down significantly. In the 1901 entry on anteeo, Corbeill 
found an error in every sixth citation. For entries written in the 1930s, the error rate was 
one in every seventeen citations and for the P volume, from 1984, the error rate was reduced 
to one citation error for every sixty-three citations. 
50 Corbeill, “Going Forward,” 477. 
51 TLL IV (CON-CYVLVS), 341-344, espc. 342, l.55. Unfortunately, the letter U has not been 
reached by TLL yet so cross-referencing to uxor is impossible. Also, as noted by Corbeill 
(above), coniux is one of the entries marked with a cigar asterisk (Zigarre) signifying that only 
a selection of examples have been given (in addition to concubina, contubernalis, and marita). 
52 TLL VIII, 403, l.48. 
53 In fact, “U” has not even been begun yet. Volume X, on the letter “P,” is still incomplete 
and later letters have simply not been reached. See Corbeill for the schedule of TLL and the 
time-consuming nature of the editorial process.  
54 C. T. Lewis and C. Short, A Latin Dictionary. (1879; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University 
1998), 423. 
55 Oxford Latin Dictionary, ed. P. G. W. Glare (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 409. The two 
references that seem to support this usage are Prop. 2.8.29 and Sen. Ag. 1002.  
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not appear frequently.56 In Lewis and Short an uxor is a “wife, spouse, consort”57 but 

OLD adds the information that the Latin uxor is related to a Sanskrit word meaning 

“sprinkles (with seed)”58 which implies that the root meaning of uxor is related to 

the bearing of children. This meaning, however, has been challenged and the origin 

of uxor seems uncertain at this time.59 OLD simply defines marita as “wife” while 

maritus is defined as “husband” or, in the plural, as signifying a “married couple.”60 

In Lewis and Short, a marita is “a married woman, a wife (poet. and post-class.).”61 

OLD does not say this, but the list of passages under marita would lead to this 

conclusion. Neither discusses the TLL connotation of “bride” though de Vaan 

does.62 Both OLD and Lewis and Short give only a small selection of the literary 

examples found in TLL. However, though comprehensive when discussing literary 

references, TLL is incomplete in its record of inscriptions. What, then, does it say 

about the inscriptional use of terms for legally married wives? 

For coniunx, TLL states that epithets associated with the feminine include: 

carissima, castissima, dulcissima, frugalissima, dignissima, obsequentissima, 

                                       
56  Prop. 2.8.29: ille etiam abrepta desertus coniuge Achilles / cessare in tectis pertulit arma 
sua. = “Even Achilles, abandoned, his mistress snatched away, / Endured his arms hung 
idle in his tent.” Shepherd’s translation, 67. Briseis was, in no way, the actual wife of 
Achilles and so one wonders if this is an ironic usage rather than an equivalence between 
two terms. Sen. Ag. 1001-1002: At ista poenas capite persolvet suo/captiva coniunx, regii 
paelex tori (Clytemnestra, about Cassandra, states: But she shall pay her penalty with 
death, that captive coniunx, that paelex of a royal bed). In Seneca’s example, the use of 
paelex does seem to indicate that Clytemnestra feels Cassandra is being placed in the palace 
as a rival. 
57 Lewis and Short, 1949. 
58 OLD, 2123. 
59 Michiel de Vaan, Etymological Dictionary of Latin and Other Italic Languages (Leiden: Brill, 
2008), 648-649. de Vaan does not supply an etymology for uxor but he does state that 
previous explanations such as “who is being inseminated” and others can be “safely” 
dismissed as “fanciful.” His entries on four of the other terms under examination do not 
differ greatly from those found in TLL or the OLD. Amica, 39, from amo, amare meaning “to 
love” with amica meaning “female friend” and no discussion of the physical or sexual side of 
this relationship. Concubina, 152, a concubine, but concubitus, -us indicates “sexual 
intercourse.” Coniunx, 314, a spouse; coniugium, 314, a union or marriage (no comment on 
physical aspect of coniugium). Contubernium, 604, “comradeship” with no comment on a 
marital aspect for this relationship. 
60 OLD, 1079-1080. 
61 Lewis and Short, 1114. 
62 de Vaan, Etymological Dictionary, 365. Under the heading “maritus,” de Vaan points out 
that other Italic languages have similar words that indicate a “bride (without children)” while 
maritare means “to mate, provide with a husband or wife.” This may add to the 
understanding that a marita was younger and, perhaps as a result, more virtuous than an 
older coniunx. 
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piissima, sanctissima, and incomparabilis.63 As the evidence will show, though these 

epithets do all appear in conjunction with the term coniunx in the epitaphs, they do 

not appear equally. The TLL entry does not discuss usage rates in inscriptions 

(which is not its purpose). These usage rates, which are discussed in this study, 

greatly aid in the understanding of this term. As a short preview, carissima is one of 

the most commonly used epithets in this sample but frugalissima appears only once 

(used for an uxor rather than a coniunx) and obsequentissima and dignissima each 

appear only four times.64 As with coniunx, the presentation of epigraphic epithets 

used with the term marita is incomplete but highlights the rarity of this term.65 

Also, the terms were not used equally in the epitaphs. In the current study, coniunx 

was used the most (61%) with uxor and marita lagging far behind in usage (18% and 

0.7% respectively). This usage pattern can only be determined through a careful 

and statistical analysis of many inscriptions. 

What this shows is that the lexicographical study of these words is excellent 

but a more finely worked study of the exact usage of these terms is needed. By 

comparing terms and by making specific references to the chronology and genre of 

the evidence, the varying usage patterns among the terms become more readily 

apparent. The evidence presented in this study shows that there were important 

differences (and similarities) among the three terms for legally married women 

(uxor, coniunx, and marita) that influenced the choice of term. This will be seen as 

well for the alternative terms of contubernalis and concubina, below, and is 

suggested for the amicae material as well. These differences and similarities have 

not been fully explored in the past.66 

                                       
63 TLL IV (CON-CYVLGVS), 343, l.65. 
64 For frugalissima, see CIL 6.11252. For dignissima, see CIL 6. 3548, 7142, 8630, and 
12838. For obsequentissima, see CIL 6. 3150, 23848, 28275, and 28888. I would also note 
that for obsequentissima, three of the four examples are late (Severan or Aurelian) which also 
changes the view of this epithet. The TLL entry implies that a wife should be compliant, yet 
this usage is both rare and late. If one cross-references this entry, one finds that obsequentia 
is rare but the entry on epithets for female coniuges does not make this clear.  
65 TLL VIII, 403 and, especially, 406-407, l.14-20. For example, the epithet sterilis appears in 
TLL (CIL 5.2435) but is the only example of this epithet for a marita and the only example 
that I can find at all.  
66 There were two categories, created through the database program, which I will not discuss 
in any detail. The information on them can be found in the Tables and Graphs in Appendix 
B but their samples are quite small. The first was the category of “Wives Commemorated 
According to Their Husband’s Term.” This may seem, at first glance, to be an odd category 
but it was a necessary one at first. Since it is statistically less informative, it has been left to 
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 III. Terms Denoting Alternative Marital Relationships 

The lack of interest in the specific usage of terms denoting legal marriage is 

not apparent in the scholarship on extra-legal unions. There have been studies on 

the usage and meaning of the terms contubernalis and concubina by modern 

scholars and it is necessary, at this point, to briefly highlight what has been said on 

each term. This scholarship was groundbreaking and has been incredibly 

influential to the current study as it offered a base from which to proceed. 

 

1. Contubernales: Definitions and Modern Scholarship 

Contubernium is a problematic institution within the study of Roman 

marriage due to the fact that it was not a legal union but was legally recognized in 

some ways which placed it in a grey area. To compare the coniunx with the uxor or 

the marita seems to be straightforward: these are all terms denoting a spouse in the 

legal sense. But how ought one to treat the relationship of contubernium? In past 

scholarship, contubernium has been categorized as a “de facto” marital union 

though all legal marriages were de facto marriages based on intent.67 Contubernia 

                                       
a footnote. The end result was that women commemorated without a spousal term by men 
who applied the spousal term to themselves ought to be counted among that spousal term. 
Thus, a woman commemorated by a maritus should be counted in the marita category and a 
woman commemorated by a contubernalis should be counted as a contubernalis. Before this 
could be determined, an examination of the formulation of these inscriptions was needed in 
order to ascertain whether or not they corresponded to any of the defined terms of relation. 
In order to do this, these inscriptions were kept as a separate category. The results showed 
that there were similarities to both contubernales and maritae leading to the conclusion that, 
in future studies, it will be more useful to categorize such wives, when possible, by the 
equivalent term to that used by the dedicating husband. The second category was “Women 
Commemorated with Multiple Terms of Relationship” (“Multiple Terms”). There are several 
inscriptions that recorded women with more than one marital term of relationship: a woman 
could be commemorated as an uxor and a coniunx or as both a coniunx and a contubernalis. 
These appear as the bridge between legally termed marriage and contubernium with elements 
of both and, likely, status was the larger determining factor in this group. Although these 
groups are not discussed, the statistical evidence has been kept in Appendix B. See 
Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 10-24; Appendix B, Table 14 and Graphs 53-58, 61, and 
62; Appendix B, Table 16 and Graphs 82 and 83. For Multiple Term Wives see the same 
Tables as for “By Husband’s Term” wives and also see Appendix B, Graphs 63, 78, and 84 
and Table 21. 
67 Sara Elise Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers (13 B.C. to A.D. 235): Law and Family in 
the Imperial Army (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 201-202. Phang argues that a better term for these 
unions is “marriage without effects.” I will use a variety of terms to convey this such as 
“alternative marriages,” non-legally recognised marriages,” “intimate partners,” “women in 
intimate relationships,” or words to that effect. The difficulty in finding an English 
equivalent highlights the difficulty in understanding this term. 
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unions were not legally recognised marriages but they were, as far as the intent and 

purpose of the partners was concerned, marital. The legal status of the partners 

prevented the marriage through a lack of conubium rather than a lack of intent.68  

In Chapter 4, the presentation of contubernium in the epitaphs of Rome will 

be compared with the presentation of contubernium in Latin literature and to the 

presentation of other terms in the epitaphs. Contubernia could be tantamount to 

legally recognised marital relationships but did not always have to be. It appears, 

from the epitaphs commemorating female contubernales, that the meaning of 

“friend” may often have been meant or may have influenced the portrayal of the 

marital relationship. Although contubernium could be a form of marriage, the 

evidence shows that it actually had more in common with the few amicae 

inscriptions and that scholars may have been too broad in terming all male-female 

contubernium relationships as alternative marriages with ideals in keeping with 

those found for legal marriages. In fact, though contubernalis was often used of a 

marital relationship, the pattern of commemoration suggests that friendship was of 

paramount importance as one of the underlying foundations of the relationship.  

The word contubernalis appears to be quite different from other strictly 

defined terms for spouse. As noted above, a coniunx was a spouse who had been 

joined in legal marriage with another person (these two people had conubium under 

Roman law, though as the epitaphs show, people without conubium adopted the 

term coniunx as well). In opposition to this, a contubernalis could be a tent 

companion or a military comrade or simply a friend; the word did not have to mean 

spouse.69 However, contubernalis often did mean spouse, particularly in tombstones 

                                       
68 See for example: Rawson, “Roman Concubinage;” Treggiari, “Contubernales;” Treggiari, 
“Concubinae;” Treggiari, Roman Marriage. 
69 TLL, which tends to have been prioritised differently in the past, places military uses of 
contubernalis first. See TLL IV (CON-CYVLVS), 789, l.80. Marital cohabitation comes next 
(790, l. 39) followed by friendship (790, l.82). Examples of non-marital meanings would 
include the military contubernales in CIL 6.2553: D (is) M (anibus) / P(ublio) Aelio Maximino 
mil(es) / coh(ortis) V pr(aetoriae) P(iae) V(indicis) ex |(centuria) Mon/ni qui vix(it) ann(is) 
XXXI / mensib(us) VIII militavit / ann(is) XII omnibus expe/ditionibus functo / Aurelius 
Sextianus com/manipulus et heres eius / contubernali rarissimo / posuit. This inscription 
was set up for a soldier by his comrade and heir. A non-military and non-spousal 
contubernalis inscription would include CIL 6.6357: Diomedi tabel(larius [-ii?]) / 
contubernales / dant (For Diomedes the tabellarius, his friends gave (this monument). My 
translation. 
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commemorating female contubernales,70 and, in this connotation, was frequently 

used to refer to the spouse of a slave—the two partners were living in contubernium 

rather than in a legal marriage as slaves did not have conubium and so could not 

contract a legal marriage.71 TLL points out that in its marital form, contubernalis 

signifies a marriage involving a slave partner and is similar to the term vilica.72 OLD 

has “cohabitation, concubinage...the only marital relationship recognized between 

slaves or between a freeman and a slave” as the third definition under 

contubernium. Following this, the third definition of contubernalis is “a slave’s mate 

(having the relationship but not the status of a husband or wife).”73  

A distinct difference first appears between these two terms in Roman law. 

Legal sources state that: “There is no conubium with slaves.”74 Furthermore, 

“between slaves and free, it is not allowed to contract marriage, it is allowed to 

contract contubernium.”75 Clearly, a slave could not contract a legal marriage but 

this did not prevent slaves from forming unrecognized marital relationships—both 

with other slaves, with freed slaves, and with free people—though often it is difficult 

to determine in the inscriptions if the free person was a former slave or a freeborn 

Roman. Weaver has shown that imperial slaves often formed marital unions with 

free and freeborn Romans.76 Lisa Hughes and Sara Phang have also, independently, 

illustrated the marital unions, which would not have been legally recognised, of 

soldiers and slaves.77 Phang has demonstrated that when a soldier lived in 

contubernium with his slave-woman, there were greater similarities to a legally 

                                       
70 TLL IV (CON-CYVLVS), 790, l. 55. TLL explains that contubernalis is used more frequently 
for female marital partners in inscriptions than for male marital partners. This follows my 
original finding in which I had very few men commemorated by women who identified them 
as contubernales.  
71 Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, (Oxford, 1879. 1998 Edition), 423. Under “Conjunx or 
conjux,” the definition given is “I. One who is united in marriage, a consort, spouse, wife.” 
Under section II, it states “In Late Lat., = contubernalis, a comrade, a (male or female) 
companion or attendant . . . ..” It is interesting to note, however, that in later Latin, coniunx 
comes to equal contubernalis. 
72 TLL IV (CON-CYVLVS), 790, l. 40. 
73 OLD, 436. 
74 “Cum servis nullum est conubium.” Tituli Ulpiani 5.5. 
75 “Inter servos et liberos matrimonium contrahi non potest, contubernium potest.” Paulus, 
Sent. 2.19.6. 
76 Weaver, Familia caesaris. 
77 Lisa A. Hughes, “More Than Just Another Piece of Pretty Portraiture:  A Note on the Relief 
of the Gessii,” Mouseion 47, 3rd Series (2003): 147-169, particularly 151-157 for a discussion 
of the rank and relationship between Gessia Fausta and Publius Gessius of the Romilian 
tribe. Sara Elise Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers (13 B.C. – A.D. 235), 231-236. 
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recognised relationship.78 The evidence supports the servile nature of contubernium 

in most instances but with important differences from the pattern found for wives, 

servile or free in origin, who were commemorated with uxor or coniunx as the term 

of relationship. This indicates that the depiction of the wife was term-based. 

 

 A. Modern Scholarship on Contubernales  

The main works on contubernales and contubernium are two articles, by 

Beryl Rawson in 1974 and Susan Treggiari in 1981.79 Treggiari revisits 

contubernium briefly in her 1991 monograph Roman Marriage. Both authors agree 

that the definition of contubernium was that of an extra-legal marital union; it 

included the intent to be married without the legal capacity to be married. As 

Treggiari notes, “In contubernium, by contrast, the will to have the sexual partner as 

a coniunx might exist, but legal capacity was absent because at least one of the 

partners was a slave.”80 However, she cautions that a contubernium union could 

develop into a legal marriage if both partners were freed and continued to live 

together as a married couple.81 Rawson finds that it was status alone that 

prevented couples from marrying legally:  

Those who were precluded from marriage often borrowed its trappings and 
ideals. Much of the terminology of regular family relationships can be found 
applied to de facto unions: uxor, maritus, coniunx are very common; the 
standard attributes are proclaimed (e.g., piissimus, sanctissimus, bene 
merens).82  

 

For Rawson, this indicates that “slaves and freedmen (many of them 

immigrants?) were anxious to assimilate to Roman forms and practices as quickly 

as possible.”83 Treggiari notes that men commemorated contubernales more 

frequently than they commemorated concubinae, indicating that “the duty to do so 

                                       
78 Phang, Marriage of Roman Soldiers, 236. 
79 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage.” Treggiari, “Contubernales.”  
80 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 52. 
81 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 53. 
82 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 304. 
83 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 304. Cf. Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 204, for 
the view that this was not the case and that authors such as Treggiari and Rawson are 
producing a “sentimentalizing and moralizing” view of Roman women and Roman marriage. 
Though Sigismund-Nielsen does not thoroughly investigate contubernium or other alternative 
relationships, her overarching survey of family relationships in CIL 6 has provided an 
alternate view of Roman society. See also Sigismund-Nielsen, “Who Invented the Univira?” 
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was more strongly felt.”84 The current sample supports this and the evidence points 

to this indicating an important difference between the nature of a contubernalis and 

of a concubina. Treggiari follows Rawson’s example and examines, for the most part, 

the status of 260 couples commemorated as contubernales. She finds that 

contubernalis was not used in either Latin literature or the epitaphs unless one 

partner had been a slave at some point during the union.85 As Rawson had 

previously, she also sees in the epitaphs similar usage of epithets to that found for 

coniuges.86 As Rawson states, although contubernium began when one partner was 

a slave, the term “contubernalis could be applied to people of free (freeborn or freed) 

status, and it may well be that a term which was more appropriate when first 

applied continued to be used for people or their relationship even after their official 

status had changed.”87  

Current scholarship to date on contubernium sees the relationship as a so-

called “de facto marriage” with the trappings and ideals of a legal marriage but with 

a status-based prohibition on the partners contracting a legal marriage. The 

findings related to contubernium in this study are two: first, the ideals presented 

were unique to contubernales and do not exactly reflect those used for other marital 

or alternative terms; and second, in some cases, the marital nature of contubernium 

may be ambiguous due to the difference in epithet usage.  

 

2. Concubinae and Amicae: Wives, Sex Objects, or Just Friends?  

When looking at the Roman family and Roman marriage specifically, the 

concept of concubinage will inevitably arise.88 One will quickly notice that there are, 

however, several fundamental problems with the concept of concubines 

(concubinae) and concubinage (concubinatus) in Rome. There is a possible language 

barrier between the term concubina in Latin and its translation as concubine in 

English, which has a very specific meaning. Also, there is a problem with the 

sources. As is the case for contubernales, concubinae are mentioned only 

                                       
84 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 42-43 and 53. 
85 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 44. 
86 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 59. 
87 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 293. 
88 I will normally use the English word “concubinage” as most seem to use this rather than 
the Latin concubinatus. For the women involved in this relationship, I will use the Latin 
concubina for clarity and to avoid the baggage associated with the English word “concubine.” 
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infrequently in Roman literature and epitaphs. There are only 143 inscriptions89 

and 121 passages of literature recording the stem “concubin.” This is not many and 

not all of these apply to a concubina. 

The second problem that confronts the researcher is the nature of 

concubinae. According to much of the secondary literature on the topic, these 

women were the equivalent of wives. Rawson, in her seminal 1974 article, has 

discussed the marital nature of Roman concubinage and other scholars have 

followed her example.90 However, after looking at the epitaphs and comparing them 

both to Latin literature and to epitaphs for other terms denoting marriage, it 

appears that the marital nature of concubinage may not have been unambiguously 

portrayed in either source.  

 

A. Concubinae: Definitions 

 The OLD simply defines concubina as “concubine” in English.91 What, then, 

are the connotations and denotations of concubine in English? In the OED, a 

concubine is “a woman who cohabits with a man without being his wife; a kept 

mistress.” It also states that in reference to polygamous peoples, a concubine is a 

secondary wife—her position is recognised by law but is inferior to that of a wife.92 

But, there is more. In TLL, concubina is said to be analogous with the Greek 

!"##"$%, which is identified as being “a concubine” or a paelex in Latin.93 Paelex 

                                       
89 These inscriptions are mostly from the western empire, particularly the city of Rome or the 
Italian peninsula. There are two from Mauretania. However, new inscriptions are found and 
entered into the database. My searches were conducted early and, once run through the 
statistical program, cannot and should not be redone or the results might change (though 
likely not dramatically). Although my initial search found 143 inscriptions for the stem 
concubin, a search of the Clauss database on 20 April 2009 resulted in 150 inscriptions for 
this search.  
90 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 279-305. Treggiari, “Concubinae,” Papers of the British 
School at Rome 49 (1981): 59-81. Thomas A.J. McGinn, “Concubinae and the Lex Julia on 
Adultery,” TAPA 121 (1991): 335-375. 
91 OLD, 391. For the Latin, as with all terms, I have used TLL, C. T. Lewis and C. Short, eds., 
A Latin Dictionary. (1879; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), P. G. W. Glare, ed., 
Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982). For Greek words, I have consulted 
H. G. Liddell and R. Scott, eds., Greek Lexicon (1889; reprint, Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1963). 
92 OED, “Concubine, n. 1. A woman who cohabits with a man without being his wife; a kept 
mistress.” 
93 TLL IV (CON-CYVLVS), 98-99. As with other terms in TLL, the entry on concubina gives 
only a small sample of the epigraphic uses of the term. However, even during the completion 
of this study, two more concubina inscriptions were found. Thus, it is very difficult to 
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means a “mistress installed as a rival or in addition to a wife.”94 This seems to 

contradict the traditional scholarly view, following the legal sources, that a man 

could not have both a wife and a concubine. There seems to be an ambiguity, 

therefore, in how it was used in the various sources. This ambiguity may reveal the 

divergence between legal principles and actual practice. The underlying definition is 

sexual in nature. A concubina is a sexual person involved in concubinatus, which 

indicates “concubinage” or “illicit intercourse.”95 At the root, a concubina is 

someone with whom a man shared a bed—her function was sexual rather than 

marital.96 

                                       
maintain an up-to-date inscriptional record on any topic. See also Liddell and Scott, 588. 
The entry under !"##"$&', -()*'  (pallakis, -idos) states “a concubine, mistress, Lat. pellex, 
opp. to a lawful wife.” 

94 OLD, 1281. Lewis and Short have a slightly different definition. They circularly define it as 
“concubine” or “the kept mistress of a married man.” See 1288. 
95 OLD, 391. See J. N. Adams, The Latin Sexual Vocabulary (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1982), 177. There seems, in Latin, to be a definite sexual connotation to 
words based on the stem concub: concubitio is a noun that means “sexual intercourse;” 
concubitalis means “relating to sexual intercourse;” and concubinatus is “a state of being a 
concubine, concubinage, or illicit intercourse.” A male concubine, a concubinus, is a male 
paramour of another man or a catamite—both inherently sexual. As I have already stated, 
concubina is usually translated simply as “concubine” but in Lewis and Short it is defined as 
“one who lives in concubinage” which is cross-referenced with the entry on concubinage as 
illicit intercourse. The words are all related and circularly defined. They are all connected, in 
origin, to the other words stemming from concubin with its implication of sexual intercourse 
or sharing a bed with (or “sleeping with”) someone. 
96 The legal purpose of marriage, though often not the actual purpose, was the creation of 
legal children. Concubinage rarely involved children and if it did, they were illegitimate 
children. Thus, the impermanence of concubinatus is apparent. A man takes a concubina in 
order to have a relationship but it is not marriage and any progeny that result would have to 
be provided for specifically in a will. An example of this is in  Dig. 34.9.16.1: Quoniam 
stuprum in ea contrahi non placuit, quae se non patroni concubinam esse patitur, eius, qui 
concubinam habuit, quod testamento relictum est, actio non denegabitur. idque in testemento 
Coccei Cassiani clarissimi viri, qui Rufinam ingenuam honore pleno dilexerat, optimi maximique 
principes nostri iudicauerunt: cuius filiam, quam alumnam testamento Cassianus nepti 
coheredem datum appellauerat, uulgo quaesitam apparuit. = “Since it is agreed that a woman 
who allows herself to be the concubine of someone other than her patron cannot be the 
victim of stuprum, the man in question will not be denied an action for that which is left to 
him in the woman’s will. This is the judgement that our best and greatest emperors reached 
in the case of the will of Cocceius Cassianus, a vir clarissimus, who treated the freeborn 
woman Rufina with the utmost respectful affection. It turned out that Rufina’s daughter, 
whom Cassianus appointed as co-heir with his own grand-daughter and referred to in his 
will as his “foster-child” had been begotten illegitimately.” Watson’s translation. Metzger has 
no corrections listed for this passage. All passages of the Digest have been checked for 
corrections following Ernest Metzger, ed., “Justinian’s Digest: Corrections to the English 
Translation” on Roman Law Resources. http://iuscivile.com/materials/digest/indices.shtml. 
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 However, it is to marriage that concubinage in Rome is most often compared 

and the evidence shows that this needs to be reassessed. The actual meaning is 

that of a woman in an intimate (sexual?) but impermanent relationship. This is 

mirrored in the non-legal literary sources and, possibly, in the sentimentalizing 

nature of the terms used to describe concubinae in the epitaphs. More will be said 

on this in Chapter 5. Treggiari has argued that: “Concubines in the inscriptions are 

praised for their affection, chastity and pietas, and as objects of love but not 

specifically for having regarded the man in the light of a husband. They are 

expected to have the virtues of a wife but not her pretensions.”97 However, of the 

ninety-eight epitaphs that are certainly commemorating concubines, there are only 

sixteen epitaphs that contain epithets and there are only seventeen epithets used—

this rises to twenty-four when age is included as an epithet.98 The most common 

formula in a concubinage inscription is the name of the dedicator, the name of the 

concubine, and the fact that she was a concubina. This is quite unlike the pattern 

seen for marital terms such as uxor or coniunx as were the ideals found. Those 

associated with marriage (such as an age at death, length of marriage, or carissima) 

are statistically under-represented or completely absent for concubinae while the 

one ideal for concubinae that is over-represented (found in the epithet amantissima) 

is less commonly seen for marital terms.99 

B. Amicae: Definitions 

The term amica has already been examined in conjunction with studies of 

contubernium and concubinage.100 TLL explains that amica,-ae is found in comic 

and elegiac poetry.101 The “amica viri” is synonymous with the paelex, concubina, 

and scortum.102 The implication, especially given that scortum means “prostitute,” is 

one of a sexual relationship with a man, possibly involving payment. The entry for 

“amica mulieris” also cites the literary evidence and shows the difference in usage 

                                       
  
97 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 59. 
98 See Chapter 3 and Appendix A, Epithets, for a discussion of LOM and Age as epithets. 
99 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 10, 11, 13, and 16. 
100 See Rawson, “Roman Concubinage.” 
101 TLL I Part 2 (Aegyptus-Amyzon), 1889, l. 77. Amica points toward the appropriate portion 
of the entry amicus found on 1912, l. 54.  
102 TLL I Part 2 (Aegyptus-Amyzon), 1912, l. 58. The majority of references come from 
Plautus. 
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between various authors. There is still a sexual connotation in some of these 

usages, as will be discussed in Appendix C.103 In Lewis and Short, amica has been 

defined as: “A. In bon. part., a female friend (very rare)…B. In mal. part., = meretrix, 

a concubine, mistress, courtesan.”104 This is not quite the same as the entry in OLD 

which lists “a female friend” first, without qualifications, and “mistress, sweetheart, 

courtesan” as the secondary meaning (though with more passages as evidence).105 

However, these entries are primarily based on literary evidence and even when 

inscriptional evidence is discussed, the differences in usage between Latin literary 

and epigraphic sources are not mentioned.106  

Amica is relatively rare in the epitaphs (there are only thirty-six inscriptions 

dedicated to an amica in the present study107) and seems to be an ambiguous term 

of relationship with connotations of platonic friendship. The meaning of this word 

may be partially obscured by the need, in English, to impart the gender of the 

Latin. Though amica can mean “lover,” to refer to an amica as a “girl-friend” does 

the term, perhaps, some disservice as it brings with it the weight of the English 

term “girl-friend” meaning romantic, female, potentially casual, partner.108 This 

may not have always been its usage in Latin, particularly in the inscriptions where 

nineteen of thirty-six amicae were commemorated by women. A comparison with 
                                       
103 TLL I Part 2 (Aegyptus-Amyzon), 1913, l. 33. 
104 Lewis and Short, 106. 
105 OLD, 117. 
106 TLL I Part 2 (Aegyptus-Amyzon), 1913, l. 43. TLL notes that tomb inscriptions containing 
the word amica are set up by both men and women and lists a sampling of the epithets used 
(including: bene merens, dulcissima, carissima, optima, sanctissima, incomparabilis, and 
castissima) but does not discuss the differences between male and female dedications or the 
oddity of the use of castissima with the sexual nature of amica that the entry’s author sees. 
As with the other terms under discussion, a more nuanced discussion of the usage of these 
terms and epithets is needed. 
107 Further investigation of this term is required. The small sample here suggests that the 
commemoration of an amica by either a male or a female dedicator was indicative of a 
friendship-based relationship. A full study of the amica inscriptions (there are 188 
inscriptions with the word “amica”) might illustrate this further. In addition, a more 
thorough study of the 1,891 inscriptions with the stem “amic” might be useful as this could 
incorporate the term when used for either a male or a female and for the role of dedicator or 
commemorated. This would be a much more useful sample size for future investigations. 
108 OED, “girlfriend: 2. A female with whom a person has a romantic or sexual relationship; a 
female partner or lover.  Used of a female member of an unmarried couple, in some contexts 
esp. a young couple whose relationship is conducted on a relatively casual basis.” In modern 
usage, a woman might also refer to her female friend as her girlfriend. This is the meaning 
assumed by modern scholars for amica when applied to two women. For this see, Julia 
Dyson Hejduk, introduction to Clodia, A Sourcebook (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2008), 14. 
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the male-female amicae inscriptions, as seen in Appendix C, suggests that amica 

was used by both male and female dedicators as a term of relationship for non-

sexual female friends.109 In modern studies of this term, the sexual nature of the 

term is given priority. Adams sees, in general, an emotional attachment in the use 

of the term amica but concedes that it could mean, in some passages, 

“prostitute.”110 He also notes that a euphemism for masturbation was manus 

amica.111 Rawson argues for male-female “amica” relationships being sexual in 

nature but concedes that it could often mean “just friends.”112 The evidence 

suggests, for this very small sample, however, that the usage of this term depends 

greatly on the source of the evidence, as the inscriptional use appears to have been 

unrelated to that seen in most of the literary evidence.  

 

C. Modern Scholarship on Concubinae and Amicae 

The studies on concubinae and amicae overlap with those concerning 

contubernales. Beryl Rawson’s article, “Roman Concubinage and Other De Facto 

Marriages,” has been influential in the study of alternative marital relationships—

relationships which, to the modern reader, appear to be marital but which were, 

under Roman law, not legally valid. Her purpose was to discover whether or not 

people who were legally entitled to marry really did, as previous studies had 

suggested, choose not to marry.113 In her study, Rawson looked at two types of 

inscriptional evidence. The first includes inscriptions that use terms she sees as 

                                       
109 TLL I Part 2 (Aegyptus-Amyzon), 1913, l. 41-42. The possibility exists that this is a 
romantic relationship with both dedicating men and women commemorating their female 
lovers as amicae. Though female-female sexual partner is an extremely rare usage of the 
term, it does exist. The possibility seems to be silently discounted in both OLD and Lewis 
and Short. Neither one mentions this as a meaning and neither one cites the epigram by 
Martial (7.70) that makes this meaning clear. TLL is the only resource to cite Marital. See 
Appendix C for Martial’s use of amica to indicate the female lover of a female as opposed to a 
male (i.e. a lesbian). 
110 Adams, “Prostitute,” 348-350. 
111 Adams, The Latin Sexual Vocabulary, 209. Adams does not discuss a chronological shift 
in the usage of amica.  
112 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 299. Hejduk, Clodia, 14. Hejduk also silently discounts 
amica as a term for same-sex female partners by commenting on it only as a sexual 
relationship between a man and an amica. She reiterates that amicus means “friend” but 
amica is “best translated not simply as ‘(female) friend’, but as ‘girlfriend’.” David Konstan, 
Friendship in the Classical World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 146. 
Konstan claims amica means “girlfriend” and is pejorative. 
113 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 282. 
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denoting her category of de facto marriage such as concubina, contubernalis, amica-

amicus. The second includes inscriptions attesting illegitimate children. She notes 

that “There is no concubinus in any of the Roman inscriptions”114 which matches 

the findings of the current examination.  

Her study of these inscriptions revolves, for the most part, around the 

question of the status of the two partners in a relationship in order to discover if a 

legal impediment existed. Based on inscriptional evidence, Rawson has argued that 

the past impression was incorrect. If two people in Rome were legally entitled to 

marry, they would. If they were not, only then would they live in an alternate 

relationship such as contubernium or concubinage.115 However, the assumption is 

that concubinage was an alternative to marriage, which may not be fully supported 

by the evidence from the epitaphs. 

Based on the evidence for status in these epitaphs, Rawson has concluded 

that there were no concubinage relationships between two freeborn partners and 

also that there is no evidence for freeborn women as concubines. “If freeborn 

women were taking freedmen and slaves as their de facto husbands,” Rawson 

argues, “they did not record themselves as concubinae.”116 Rawson and other 

scholars have chosen to categorise people commemorated (or dedicating) with only 

one name as probable slaves,117 though Rawson comments that this could be 

problematic if this was simply a space-saving device.118 In the current study, 

                                       
114 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 282, n. 13. 
115 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 280-281. 
116 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 289. 
117 Treggiari, “Contubernales in CIL 6,” 46; Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 65; Rawson, “Roman 
Concubinage,” 284; Weaver, Familia Caesaris, 113 and 83. I find Weaver’s arguments to be 
most convincing. He writes: “a single personal name often, perhaps usually, points to slave 
status especially if the name is of Greek derivation, but not always and certainly not as a 
rule. A single name is not an indisputable proof of slave status. The nomen can be omitted 
as well as the praenomen, and both were often omitted by the freed as well as the freeborn.” 
He notes (84) that status indications by both freed and freeborn become increasingly rare 
outside the familia caesaris as time goes by which accounts for the high number of single 
name epitaphs in general. For the current sample, chronology does not seem to be the factor 
as most datable single name inscriptions are in the first century when status was of more 
importance on inscriptions. Iiro Kajanto, Onomastic Studies in the Early Christian Inscriptions 
of Rome and Carthage (Helsinki: Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 2, 1963), 13-14. Kajanto is 
also convincing: “the praenomen and the nomen had been suppressed…” and, although he 
concedes that some single named individuals may have been slaves, he argues that this is a 
space saver in “not a few cases.” 
118 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 284. 
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individuals with single-names will be categorized separately from those of certain 

status in order to see if a different pattern emerges.  

Other scholars have followed Rawson’s assessment of concubinage as a type 

of marital relationship.119 Following her article, there was an upsurge in interest in 

Roman marriage and in concubinage particularly. Concubinage is often discussed 

briefly in histories of Roman law and specific studies on concubinage also exist. 

Many appear to agree with Rawson’s assessment. Jane F. Gardner writes that 

“concubinage as a deliberately chosen alternative to marriage is found relatively 

seldom—rather more often it is the only available option, because of legal barriers, 

and is tantamount to a de facto marriage.”120 Concubinage was seen as an 

honourable alternative to marriage when marriage was not possible due to social 

incompatibility (e.g. between a senator and his freedwoman or for a soldier or 

sailor).121 Most of the studies of concubinage tend to concentrate largely on the 

extant legal sources and tend to accept the legal sources as factual for every-day 

Roman life. There appears, however, to be a disparity between the usage in the legal 

texts, the non-legal texts, and the epitaphs. The portrayal of ideals in the epitaphs 

and non-legal literary sources is separate from the legal view of marriage or 

                                       
119 The most important of these were Treggiari, “Concubinae” and McGinn’s “Concubinage.” 
Others include: Antti Arjava, Women and Law in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996). J. Evans-Grubbs, “‘Marriages More Shameful Than Adultery:’ Slave-Mistress 
Relationships, Mixed Marriages and Late Roman Law,” Phoenix, 47 (1993): 125-154. 
McGinn, “Concubinage.” Evanghelos Karabélias, “La pratique du concubinat avec une 
femme libre, affranchie ou esclave dans le droit postclassique” in Atti Accademia Romanistica 
Constantiniana, VII convegno internazionale (Perugia: 1988), 183-201. Evanghelos Karabélias, 
“Rapports juridiques entre concubins dans le droit romain tardif: (donations, actio furti, 
successions)” in Atti Accademia Romanistica Costantiniana, VIII convegno internazionale 
(1990), 439-457. Beryl L. Rawson, ed., Marriage, Divorce, and Children in Ancient Rome 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991). Aline Rousselle, “Concubinat et adultère,” Opus 3 (1984): 
75-84. Susan Treggiari, “Consent to Roman Marriage: Some Aspects of Law and Reality,” 
Classical Views 26 n.s., no. 1 (1982): 34-44. Treggiari, “Contubernales.” Susan Treggiari, 
“Conventions and Conduct among Upper-Class Romans in the Choice of a Marriage-
Partner,” Int. J. of Moral and Social Studies 6 (1991): 187-215. Susan Treggiari, “Digna 
Condicio: Betrothals in the Roman Upper-Class,” Classical Views 27 n.s., no. 3 (1984): 419-
451. Susan Treggiari, “Ideals and Practicalities in Matchmaking in Ancient Rome” in The 
Family in Italy from Antiquity to the Present, D. I. Kertzer and R. P. Saller, eds (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1991), 91-108. Treggiari, Roman Marriage. 
120 Jane F. Gardner, ““Concubinage” A Review of R. Friedl’s Der Konkubinat im 
kaiserzeitlichen Rom: von Augustus bis Septimius Severus,” The Classical Review n.s. 48 
(1998): 413-414. 
121 For modern discussions of this theory see Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 290, n. 28. 
Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 59. McGinn, “Concubinage,” 337-338.  This Codex of Justinian (Cod. 
Iust. 7.15.3.2) is commonly used as evidence. 
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concubinage or contubernium.122 What this indicates is that, although Roman law 

likely was a response and reaction to social events, it was largely concerned with 

the upper classes of Rome whereas the epitaphs were largely purchased by the 

lower classes. As Watson writes, “law in the Roman legal sources very frequently 

does not reflect the values and interests of society at large.”123 This, then, provides 

an explanation for discrepancies in usage between the legal sources, with strict 

definitions of terms like concubina or contubernium, and the epitaphs, purchased by 

people who chose the appropriate term for their circumstances and relationship 

rather than the legally correct term.  

This study will show, through an examination of the inscriptional and 

literary evidence for concubinae compared to the same bodies of evidence for other 

terms, that the above analyses are open to re-evaluation. Marital ideals are not 

present in the epitaphs of concubinae. What will become very clear is that 

concubinatus was not seen, by most Romans, as a long-term alternative to 

marriage. If it had been seen this way, men commemorating concubinae in the 

epitaphs would have mimicked the ideals of marriage found in the epitaphs 

commemorating wives. In addition, the theory that relationships with amicae were 

transitory and sexual can also be applied to concubinae and, conversely, the 

evidence of the inscriptions suggests that this meaning cannot always be applied to 

relationships involving amicae, as they appear to have often been simply friends 

regardless of gender in the epitaphs. 

This survey of past scholarship illuminates some of the areas that have been 

examined when dealing with wives and women in Rome both on the level of general 

                                       
122 Phang, Marriage of Soldiers, has demonstrated throughout her work that the marriage 
ban placed on soldiers did not prevent them from having unrecognised marital relationships 
that became legal once the soldier retired from service. Watson, 9, takes the view that law is 
“the culture of lawmakers” and that there is not, necessarily a “correlation between law and 
the society in which it operates.” See Alan Watson, “Law and Society,” Beyond Dogmatics: 
Law and Society in the Roman World (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 9-38. 
This contrasts the view of others who see Roman law as reactive to “the realities of life in 
Rome.” See Jean-Jacques Aubert, 183-184, partially citing Johnson’s Roman Law in Context 
(1999), 22. Jean-Jacques Aubert, “Conclusion: A Historian’s Point of View” in Speculum 
Iuris: Roman Law as a Reflection of Social and Economic Life in Antiquity, eds. Jean-Jacques 
Aubert and Boudewijn Sirks (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2002). This is a 
complicated issue but it boils down to some scholars arguing that Roman law is a direct 
reflection of and reaction to Roman society and some scholars arguing that there is more of 
a disconnect between Roman law and the social reality. 
123 Watson, “Law and Society,” 34. 
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studies and specific studies. The cumbersome material on Roman women, wives, 

and marriage, has, reasonably, been treated as a one large topic. However, by 

examining each term as a distinct entity and by employing a systematic and 

diachronic method of analysis for written sources, different conclusions about the 

portrayal of a wife or intimate partner become evident. Each term was used in a 

very specific way and this usage depended on a variety of factors including the 

genre and time period of the source. 

 

IV. Methodology 

At this point, a brief overview of the methodology employed in the current 

study is needed; a full description of this can be found in Appendix A and 

references to the method used are placed in the notes throughout as reminders. In 

creating this methodology, a great debt of scholarship is owed to Hanne Sigismund-

Nielsen. Her methodology (see Appendix A) for counting inscriptions and 

individuals, for relating that information to epithets, and for including the physical 

context of inscriptions, has been instrumental to the current work. This 

dissertation follows these methods closely but diverges on several important points 

including the examination of one specific term for chronological and source-specific 

variation, the non-inductive method of literary analysis, and the use of statistical 

modelling software in checking data. The methodology summarised below includes 

two aspects: inscriptions and literature; these two bodies of evidence require very 

different approaches. 

 

1. Inscriptions 

 In examining inscriptions, all inscriptions have been found using databases, 

particularly that of Dr. Manfred Clauss. This database includes almost all Latin 

inscriptions (over 355,000) from 850 publications. It is invaluable to the study of 

inscriptions.124 These inscriptions were then placed in a database program and, 

once all fields were entered, were transferred to a separate program, the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), for statistical analysis (see Appendix A). 

Previous studies, including those of Sigismund-Nielsen, have not included 

                                       
124 Epigraphic Database of Dr. Manfred Clauss:  
http://www.manfredclauss.de/gb/index.html. 
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statistical analysis on this level.125 This analysis allows for an easy comparison of 

groups and also removes evidence that is irrelevant. When the point is made that 

something on an inscription appears more or less often than expected or is 

significant in some way, this means that there is a statistical difference in the levels 

of usage under comparison indicating that more affected the usage than random 

chance. Small groups, smaller than one hundred epitaphs, may not have 

statistically valid numbers. When they do not, this information was provided by 

SPSS and is included in the text, notes, or tables and charts that are relevant. This 

applies, for the most part, to the maritae and amicae samples though there are 

some statistically relevant results for these two groups. For example, results for 

amicae are statistically valid, even though the number is quite small, when they 

were included as part of the larger group. For items such as epithet breakdown and 

dating, the results are statistically valid. For items such as “Status Pairings” within 

a single group, the maritae and amicae results are not statistically valid (e.g. Table 

19 and Table 24). Although the amicae have been left to Appendix C, due to the 

small inscriptional sample, some comparisons will be made to other terms in the 

main discussion and the results for amicae have been supplied in Appendix B. 

The primary item of interest was, of course, the term of relationship 

(coniunx, uxor, marita, contubernalis, concubina, and amica). Though the terms 

contubernalis, concubina, and, to a lesser extent, amica, have been examined 

previously, an innovation of the current study is to examine marital terms 

separately. As the examination of ideals shows, marriage and wives in Rome have 

often been treated as a homogeneous group. The separation of the three marital 

terms (uxor, coniunx, and marita) is an important step to understanding the 

nuances of the portrayal of Roman wives. In the past, Sigismund-Nielsen has 

examined several different terms of relationship but she has not examined marriage 

or alternate intimate relationships for an exact comparison of how one type of 

relationship was portrayed.126 Chronological studies of term and epithet usage have 

also not previously been completed. 

                                       
125 For a discussion of the importance of this statistical analysis and the ground-breaking 
inclusion of it, see Lindsay Rae Penner, “Definitions and Connotations of Latin Terms of 
Relationship” (M.A. Thesis). (Calgary: University of Calgary, 2007), 18-20. 
126 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations. 
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 These terms were compared to each other and to a variety of factors 

including: physical location (household tomb or columbaria), status of partners, 

epithets (including age and length of marriage), date of inscription, occupation of 

spouses, and the military status of male partners. Noticeable differences appeared 

very early. Not only were certain terms used more frequently than others but also, 

when these terms are distinguished from each other, the above factors were clearly 

important to the Romans. Status appeared as a key factor and attempts were made 

to keep status groups clearly defined and to record the status as given on the 

inscription (see Appendix A for the discussions over status). Dating was done 

following imperial nomina127 and it became clear that certain terms, burial styles, 

and epithets were more or less common depending on the date of the inscription. 

More work is needed in this area but this study provides a point of departure.  

 The main area of investigation is into epithets. These epithets are key to 

understanding the portrayal of a wife or intimate partner. Age and Length of 

Marriage (henceforth LOM) were included as epithetical expressions rather than as 

indicators of demographic reality. Among the other epithets examined are: 

amantissima (very loving), bene merens (well-deserving), carissima (very dear), 

dulcissima (very sweet), pientissima (very dutiful), optima (best), sanctissima (most 

revered), incomparabilis (incomparable), fidelissima (very faithful), castissima (very 

chaste), and pudicissima (very moral or chaste). There are more epithets used than 

these but it is about these that most comments will be made. For ease of reference, 

a breakdown of the meaning of each has been supplied in Appendix A following the 

individual studies of Harrod and Sigismund-Nielsen.128 

 

                                       
127 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 218-219, n. 23. She called for a study of imperial 
nomina for chronological discussion. While I have not done a study of imperial nomina 
specifically, I have used imperial nomina to give broad dates to inscriptions following Bodel, 
Epigraphic Evidence, 51. 
128 See Samuel Glenn Harrod, Latin Terms of Endearment and of Family Relationship: A 
Lexicographical Study based on Volume VI of the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum. See also 
Sigismund-Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets in Roman Epitaphs” and “The Value of Epithets in 
Pagan and Christian Epitaphs from Rome.” 
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2. Literature 

Literary sources, being an entirely distinct kind of evidence, necessitated 

their own methodology. Though literary sources are generally easier to date, they 

can still be difficult to handle given the differences in genre and authorial intent. 

Most terms under examination (concubina, contubernalis, amica, and marita) were 

not frequently used in Latin literature. As a result, it was possible and fruitful to 

examine each reference to a specific term and to compare them within categories of 

chronology and genre. Interesting differences appear for some  terms using this 

method. This approach was not as useful for the terms coniunx and uxor due to the 

vast number of passages (over 5,000 as Appendix A discusses). After an 

examination of these passages, a different methodology was employed: the source 

specific, non-inductive method.129 Rather than examine every instance, select 

authors of a single overarching genre were selected; married women in the letters of 

Cicero and Pliny the Younger form the basis for the study of legally married Roman 

wives of the upper classes. 

 

3. Methodological Conclusions 

The method employed herein is, therefore, multi-fold. A synchronous 

approach has been abandoned and an examination based on a chronological 

approach was utilized. This was done for both inscriptions, based on imperial 

nomina and broader century dates, and for literature based on authorial life dates. 

This has allowed for a comparison of the evidence in order to explore chronological 

development. For inscriptions, all information has been examined in order to gain 

the most complete idea of the portrayal of intimate partners, who may or may not 

have been viewed as wives (legal or otherwise). 

This method will aid in reflecting the intentions and sentiments of the 

Romans because, as will be shown, they did not apply all epithets on an inscription 

to all individuals equally—each epithet was applied to an individual within a 

specific relationship and needs to be accounted for accordingly. Similarly, the 

Romans did not arbitrarily place information on epitaphs. What they placed there, 

they placed for a reason and the patterns of placement of one item can affect 

                                       
129 Following the treatment of Gunhild Vidén, Women in Roman Literature: Attitudes of 
Authors Under the Early Empire (Göteborg: University of Göteborg, 1993). 
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several other items on an inscription. This methodology will further the 

understanding of Roman spousal relationships and the chronological 

transformation of the ideals associated with this relationship. 

In order to begin, it will first be necessary to examine legally married women 

in order to present a basis for comparison. Thus, in the next two chapters, the 

portrayal of legal wives will be examined in both literature and inscriptions. 

Chapter 2 will begin with a discussion of Cicero’s letters which mention named 

married women. Cicero’s evidence will then be compared to the letters of Pliny the 

Younger for a chronological comparison. What will become evident is that Pliny held 

a different view of married women and their actions from that of Cicero. Whereas 

Cicero portrayed marriage as companionate and wives as publicly active, Pliny 

portrayed married women as objects of affection and desire who were less publicly 

active. It is suggested, though a more detailed analysis would be required, that the 

underlying reason was likely related to the shift from Republic to Empire. Cicero, 

living in a republic where men could attain great power and their wives could help 

them do this (as evidenced in Cicero’s own writings, as we will see) portrayed 

women as very active publicly. Men of Pliny’s era, living in the imperial period 

where power was granted by the emperor, could attain power only through the 

emperor and, as a result, the prominence of women as companions in publicly 

active and political marriages decreases in Pliny’s portrayal.  This shift is mirrored, 

as Chapter 3 will show, in the epitaphs recording terms denoting legal wives. In 

Chapter 3, an examination of epitaphs recording coniuges, maritae, and uxores will 

show that the chronological shift in the letters of Pliny and Cicero is apparent on an 

epigraphic level as well. It will also show that status was an important factor with 

upper-class status indications (freeborn on inscriptions) more closely mirroring the 

literary portrayal of wives than lower-class epitaphs.   

This understanding of legal wives will then allow a comparison, in Chapters 

4 and 5 to the alternative relationships involving contubernales and concubinae. 

Each chapter will discuss the literary and epigraphic evidence for these terms. 

Comparisons will be made throughout to the image of the legally termed wives. 

What will become clear, in the end, is that differences based on term existed in the 

minds of the Romans; it will also become apparent that these were greatly affected 
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by status and time period. In the end, the unique pattern and the chronological 

variations for each term will be illustrated. 
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Chapter 2:  

The Literary Evidence for the Portrayal of Legal Wives:  

Coniuges, Maritae, and Uxores 

 

In order to reconstruct the portrayal of Roman wives, this study will begin 

with women in legal marriages—or at least, women identified by terms that ought to 

have been applied to women in legal marriages. Whether these women were legally 

married or not will be investigated in the chapter on epigraphic evidence where 

status will be key. In the literary evidence, it can be assumed, usually from context,  

that the women under discussion were legally married. These terms are a starting 

point as they can act as a litmus test for all other terms. Consequently, it is 

necessary to discuss with the terms denoting legal marriage beginning with the 

portrayal of married women in Cicero and Pliny before moving to a case-by-case 

study of the usage of marita. 

 

I. Cicero on Married Women: Coniuges and Uxores 

My treatment of the terms coniunx and uxor is fundamentally different from 

the treatment of other specific terms in Roman literature. In the section on maritae, 

the systematic and chronological approach to Latin literature will be employed. This 

approach was unproductive for the terms coniunx and uxor. The reason for this 

change in methodology is simple: the sheer volume of references using one of these 

two terms made the systematic approach used for other terms impractical.130 A vast 

majority of the passages containing one of these two terms were not helpful for the 

present study. The reason for this is clear: uxor and coniunx were both terms 

denoting that the woman was a partner in matrimonium iustum. A woman married 

legally under Roman law was entitled to be called either an uxor or a coniunx131 

(though it will become apparent in the epitaphs that these terms were not the sole 

property of legally married couples). In Latin literature, the terms themselves are 

not as enlightening for reconstructing the portrayal of Roman wives as they are in 

the epitaphs. The decision was made, therefore, to look at legally married women in 

                                       
130 For my methodology and sample sizes, please refer to the sections in Chapter 1 and 
Appendix A. 
131 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 6-7. 
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a different way: rather than look at all references, what follows will compare 

references to married women in the letters of two authors (Cicero and Pliny the 

Younger). This methodology will allow for a more fruitful comparison to the 

epitaphs in the case of these two terms due to the categorisation of the appropriate 

portrayal of married women in two different time periods. 

Cicero’s letters are illustrative of private reality. The 914 letters written by 

and to Cicero (about 90 were not written by Cicero) are probably the most 

influential body of letters surviving.132 As Michael B. Trapp makes clear, 

“Collectively, these letters give an unparalleled insight into Cicero’s career and 

attitudes, as well as into the social world and informal language of the Roman élite 

of the late Republic.”133 This is especially true for the presentation of women. As 

Dixon writes, Cicero “never considered them [women] unimportant in the political-

social milieu in which he lived. His assumption is, clearly, that wives and close 

female relations can, if they wish, alter the political actions of leading men in 

Rome.”134 Cicero’s letters will show that women’s actions went far beyond politics, 

though this quote illustrates the importance of women in Cicero’s letters in general.  

It is in his letters that Cicero was at his best, giving a reliable view of Roman 

life without the intention of publication.135 This indicates that the presentation of 

women in these letters was unaffected by public stereotypes. These were Cicero’s 

private views. This is a debatable point. Shackleton Bailey argues that these letters 

show the real Cicero and that “the letters that reveal him were never meant to 

become public property—his state of mind if anyone had told him that this would 

one day happen hardly bears imagination.”136 Others would argue strongly that 

Cicero’s letters were meant for publication. Patricia A. Rosenmeyer questions 

whether scholars can “count as ‘real’ the letters of Cicero” because she sees them 

                                       
132 Michael B. Trapp, ed., Greek and Latin Letters (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 13. Of these 914 letters: Cicero’s letters to Atticus amount to 426 letters spanning 
68-44 B.C.E.; letters to family and friends (Fam.) result in 435 letters spanning 62-43 
B.C.E.; there are twenty-seven letters to his brother Quintus (59-54 B.C.E.); and twenty-six 
to Brutus (all in 43 B.C.E.). 
133 Trapp, Letters, 13. 
134 Dixon, “Family Business,” 96-97. 
135 D. R. Shackleton Bailey, introduction to Letters to Atticus I (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1999), 1.  
136 Shackleton Bailey, Cicero (London: Duckworth, 1971), xii. 
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as “quasi-public compositions, clearly written with a view to eventual 

publication.”137 Stanley K. Stowers agrees with this assessment and writes that: 

the distinction between private friendly letters and public political letters is 
thus a distinction more appropriate to modernity than to antiquity. 
Furthermore, many correspondences in antiquity that were either originally 
written or later edited with an eye toward publication have what we would 
call a private character: for example, Cicero, Ruricius, Seneca.138  

 

 “Meant for publication” is quite different from “published by Cicero.” As 

Pliny’s letters will show, self-edited letters are intrinsically related to self-

presentation. Cicero likely did intend to publish a selection of his letters eventually; 

he kept copies of some letters and asked that those with embarrassing contents not 

be preserved.139 But, not all of his letters were destined for publication and not all 

appear edited in any final way. Cicero was responsible for editing and publishing 

the cohesive group of commendation letters found in Book 13 of ad Familiares.140 

This would count as a very public set of letters. The majority of the letters, however, 

were not published until the reign of Augustus and, for the letters to Atticus, the 

reign of Nero.141 Cicero was not, himself, responsible for editing and publishing 

these letters and had no control over which letters Tiro and Atticus would choose to 

publish. This would account for some of the letters that were included. Also, the 

idea that there was no line between public and private does not apply to all letters. 

As Hejduk notes, “although this is an accurate characterization of some of the 

letters, many of them are too candid, too elliptical, and (frankly) too mundane for 

us to suppose that Cicero intended them for public viewing.”142  

Two types of letters written by Cicero will appear in the present study. One 

type was private and it is doubtful that they were intended for publication in their 

present form. They would have done nothing to add to Cicero’s self-presentation as 

                                       
137 Patricia A. Rosenmeyer, Ancient Epistolary Fictions (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 3. 
138 Stanley K. Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Philadelphia: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1986), 19. 
139 For evidence related to this, see John Nicholson, “The Delivery and Confidentiality of 
Cicero’s Letters” The Classical Journal 90 (1994): 61. 
140 Roger Rees, “Letters of Recommendation and the Rhetoric of Praise” in Ancient Letters: 
Classical and Late Antique Epistolography, ed. Ruth Morello (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007), 152. 
141 Trapp, Letters, 13. 
142 Hejduk, Clodia, 28, n. 2. 
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they give intimate details of Cicero’s life, the squabbles of his family, and his 

whining worries over himself to the exclusion of most others. Though they do not 

always put Cicero in the best light, these private letters, in which are included 

those to and about Terentia, explain much about the reality of women’s lives in 

Cicero’s time. The other type of letter was public, or if not public, carefully crafted, 

but is still useful for the lives of women. These letters may have had a single 

addressee, but they were intended for public consumption, if only eventually. This 

makes them even more interesting as evidence for women.143 As we will see below, 

one letter involving Caerellia, a woman who appears frequently in Cicero’s letters, 

belongs to the book of letters thought to have been published by Cicero himself.144 

This letter presented Caerellia’s financial dealings in Asia as quite normal. That this 

letter belongs to a published corpus shows that the public involvement of women 

did not need to be sanitized—it was the norm. Thus, references to women in 

Cicero’s letters show what was considered normal behaviour both on a private and 

public scale. If the behaviour of women described in a more private letter had been 

abnormal, Cicero would have noted this.145 If this were the case in a more public 

letter, then the behaviour would have been presented in a more palatable way for 

public consumption. An example of this is the letter to Metellus Celer, which is a 

very carefully crafted letter. If Clodia’s behaviour had been unusual or likely to gain 

the ire of her husband, Cicero would have gained nothing by including it in this 

letter as though it were an every-day occurrence—which it clearly was.146 Cicero’s 

letters are reflective of socially acceptable reality: this was how Roman women, 

                                       
143 The letters to and about women, except for this letter regarding Caerellia, come from 
outside Book 13. As such, they do not appear to have been edited for publication by Cicero. 
In some cases, it is possible that he intended them to be more polished and ready for 
publication—I imagine he put a great deal of thought into some of the letters—but they were 
published posthumously. I will not, in what follows, make distinctions between what seem to 
be either private or public letters. Generally, my view is that letters to Atticus were private, 
letters to his wife and children were also private but may have been intended for editing 
later, and letters to male correspondents, for example the letter to Metellus Celer, which 
discusses Clodia/Claudia (Cic. Fam. 2.6 (V.2.6); see below, p. 72), were more polished and 
public letters. 
144 Cic. Fam. 300.1, 2 (XIII.72) Cicero to Servilius Isauricus. Rome, 46-44. Rees, “Letters of 
Recommendation,” 152. 
145 As he did for Clodius’ unacceptable involvement in the Bona Dea Rites in 61. Cic. Att. 
12.3 (I.12.3) Cicero to Atticus, Rome, 1 January 61. This may appear more gossipy than 
horrified but it is clear that improper behaviour in someone was always worth noting, 
especially to Atticus. 
146 Cic. Fam. 2.6 (V.2.6); see below, p. 72. 
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particularly married women, of the upper classes actually behaved (and were 

expected to behave) in the late Republic. 

In what follows, Cicero’s usage of the terms uxor and coniunx will first be 

described. This will be a brief summary that will illustrate the difficulty of a term-

by-term comparison for these two words. Following this, Cicero’s discussions of 

named women will be analysed. These are women that he knew personally and his 

casual comments about their activities give insight into what an upper-class Roman 

wife did with her life. To end, the married women in Cicero’s family, particularly his 

daughter, Tullia, and his own wife, Terentia, will be discussed. This format will 

allow a reconstruction of Cicero’s view of a proper Roman wife and a proper Roman 

marriage. The final questions that will be answered are: What was the portrayal of 

Roman wives in Cicero’s letters? Following Cicero, the letters of Pliny the Younger 

will be examined in order to analyse the chronological shift in ideals that was 

mirrored in the epitaphs. It will become apparent, however, that Pliny’s letters, 

which were written in a much more public manner, constitute a different genre of 

letter from Cicero’s. They are, however, still the best hope of evidence for private life 

among the élite in Pliny’s time. 

 

1. Cicero’s Use of Coniunx and Uxor 

Cicero was more inclined to use the term uxor rather than the term 

coniunx.147 This is interesting because it is the opposite of the pattern found in the 

epitaphs but is in keeping with the tendencies of other Roman authors who also 

preferred uxor to coniunx.148 On close inspection, there is little difference in how 

Cicero used the two terms.  

In general, Cicero more commonly used coniunx in a plural or singular form 

to indicate wives in a non-specific way. For example, in his Verrine Orations, he 

stated:  

                                       
147 There are 151 instances of uxor but only forty-four of coniunx (referring to a wife). 
148 For example, Cornelius Nepos used uxor fifteen times and coniunx only once. Horace used 
uxor nineteen times and coniunx ten times. Valerius Maximus used uxor forty-four times and 
coniunx twenty-nine times. Martial used uxor sixty-two times and coniunx twenty times. 
Quintilian used uxor 260 times and coniunx only forty times and Justinian’s Digest used 
coniunx only once but used uxor an amazing 971 times. 
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In stupris uero et flagitiis nefarias eius libidines commemorare pudore 
deterreor; simul illorum calamitatem commemorando augere nolo quibus liberos 
coniugesque suas integras ab istius petulantia conseruare non licitum est. 
 
As to his adulteries and the like vile offences, a sense of decency [pudor] 
makes me afraid to repeat the tale of his acts of wanton wickedness: and 
besides, I would not wish, by repeating it, to add to the calamities of those 
who have not been suffered to save their children and their wives from 
outrage at the hands of this lecherous scoundrel!149  

 

It was Cicero’s own sense of pudor that affected his decision and not the pudor of 

the female coniuges. Here, the term coniuges simply indicated married women and 

their relation to the men Cicero mentioned. He frequently used coniunx in this 

plural sense when reminding the Roman people that their wives (coniuges) and 

children had been at risk from Catiline and that he, Cicero, had saved those same 

wives and children from disaster at the hands of the enemy.150 References such as 

these add less to the understanding of the term coniunx and more to the 

understanding of Cicero’s self-presentation as a saviour of Rome, Roman families, 

and generally all the things and people that Cicero thought were important to 

protect. In total, more than half of all references to a female coniunx in Cicero were 

to abstract or non-specific wives of this type.151 Two examples will suffice. In Flac. 

104.4, Cicero explained, when addressing the audience, that if Flaccus were 

convicted:  

numquam tamen prospexisse vestrae saluti, consuluisse vobis, liberis, 
coniugibus, fortunis vestris paenitebit  
 
even so, he will never regret the foresight he displayed for your salvation and 
the measures he took for the well-being of yourselves, your children, your 
wives and your possessions 152  
 

And, in Part or. 86.6, Cicero explained:  

                                       
149 Cic. Verr. 1.1.14.12. Cicero, The Verrine Orations, trans. L.H.G. Greenwood (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1948), 81-83. 
150 Cic. Cat. 3.1.2, Cic. Cat. 3.23.2, Cic. Cat. 4.2.11, Cic. Cat. 4.3.2, Cic. Cat. 4.12.16, Cic. 
Cat. 4.18.13, Cic. Cat. 4.24.2. 
151 27 out of 44 total references are non-specific or abstract wives (plural or singular).  
Cic. Verr. 1.1.14.12; Leg. Man. 66.11; Cat. 3.1.2; Cat. 3.23.2; Cat. 4.2.11; Cat. 4.3.2; Cat. 
4.12.16; Cat. 4.18.13; Cat. 4.24.2; Flac. 1.4; Flac. 104.4; Red. pop. 8.11; Pis. 51.10; Mil. 
76.11; Phil. 8.8.10; Phil. 14.9.3; Phil. 14.38.20; Inv. rhet. 1.103.7; Att. 8.2.3.4 Part. or. 56.10; 
Part. or. 86.6; Part. or. 88.6; Off. 1.12.8; Off. 1.54.3; Off. 2.25.13; Off. 3.48.3; Ad Brut. 9.2.2. 
152 Cic. Flac. 104.4. MacDonald’s translation, 555. 
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Bonorum autem partim necessaria sunt ut vita pudicitia libertas, ut liberi, 
coniuges germani parentes, partim non necessaria 
Good things are some of them necessary, for instance life, self-respect, 
freedom, and some not necessary, for instance children, wives, relations, 
parents153  
 

Non-specific uses of the terms, such as these, add nothing to the portrayal of a 

Roman wife, idealised or not.  

Similarly, most uses of uxor by Cicero were quite general (so-and-so’s uxor) 

and these again account for more than half of the passages in which an uxor 

appears.154 An uxor was simply an uxor by the fact that she was legally married and 

was, therefore, the opposite of an amica or a concubina or a contubernalis. This had 

nothing to do with her character or lack thereof and is purely a legal fact. Cicero 

also does not seem to have used it to relate back to its root meaning of child 

producing as it is not always used in a context involving children.155 Women such 

as Milo’s wife (Fausta), Clodius’ wife (Fulvia), Dolabella’s wife (Fabia), and Caesar’s 

wife (Pompeia)156 were all uxores regardless of their behaviour or what Cicero 

                                       
153 Cic. Part. or. 86.6. Cicero, de Oratore, de Fato, Paradoxa Stoicorum, de Partitione Oratoria, 
trans. H. Rackham (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1948), 375. 
154 84 out of a total 151 references. Cic. Quinct. 54.8; Quinct. 85.6; Quinct. 86.3; Rosc. Am. 
96.14; Verr. 1.1.21.9; Verr. 2.1.94.7; Verr. 2.2.183.14; Verr. 2.3.55.1; Verr. 2.3.55.10; Verr. 
2.3.76.11 (2 references); Verr. 2.3.168.7; Verr. 2.5.82.2; Verr. 2.5.82.7; Verr. 2.5.92.11; 
Caecin. 11.3; Caecin. 11.6; Caecin. 12.7; Clu. 21.8; Clu. 30.11; Clu. 31.5; Clu. 31.9; Clu. 
52.7; Clu. 52.8; Clu. 125.8; Clu. 125.10 (2 references); Clu. 162.9; Clu. 171.11; Clu. 188.15; 
Cat. 1.14.2; Cat. 4.12.10; Flac. 72.10; Flac. 73.1; Flac. 73.6; Flac. 84.2; Dom. 34.13; Sest. 
7.2; Cael. 20.2; Pis. 89.9; Scaur. 8.2; Scaur. 9.2; Scaur. 12.4; Scaur. 13.5; Mil. 28.3; Mil. 
28.9; Mil. 54.4; Mil. 54.7; Mil. 55.6 (the five references are to Milo’s wife who accompanied 
him on his trip where he met Clodius and killed him); Phil. 3.16.4; Phil. 3.17.3; Phil. 3.17.5; 
Phil. 3.17.7; Inv. rhet. 1.51.8; Inv. rhet. 1.51.9; Inv. rhet. 1.52.7; Inv. rhet. 1.52.13; Inv. rhet. 
1.105.7; Inv. rhet. 2.116.9; Inv. rhet. 2.116.10; Inv. rhet. 2.122.6; Inv. rhet. 2.144.9; De or. 
2.260.6; De or. 2.274.7; De or. 2.278.3; De or. 3.159.5; Orat. 107.12; Top. 16.1; Top. 21.1; 
Top. 66.11 (2 references); Div. 1.53.15; Fat. 30.9; Off. 2.25.6; Off. 3.97.7; Off. 3.99.13; Fam. 
8.6.2.1 (Dolabella’s wife has left him so he is free to marry Tullia); Fam. 13.28.2.11; Att. 
1.13.3.9 (Caesar has divorced his wife, Pompeia, on account of the Bona Dea scandal); Att. 
9.6.3.5; Att. 10.10.5.1; Att. 13.20.2.1; Dom. 118.1 and 8. 
155 OLD, 2123. Contra, see de Vaan, Etymological Dictionary of Latin, 648-649. de Vaan 
refutes all etymologies of uxor supplied to this point. 
156 An example of a non-specific uxor is Milo’s wife, who was with him in his carriage when 
he met Clodius and killed him; Cicero refers to her as an uxor in the Pro Milone (Cic. Mil. 
28.3; Mil. 28.9; Mil. 54.4; Mil. 54.7; Mil. 55.6.). But, in the same work, Fulvia, the wife of 
Milo’s enemy, is also referred to as the uxor of Clodius (Cic. Mil. 28.7; 55.3.). If Cicero had 
wanted to, he could have used a pejorative term for Fulvia here. He did not. She is, as is 
Milo’s wife, simply an uxor. This is her state of being—her character is irrelevant to that 
state. Similarly, a letter to Cicero (which is not written by Cicero but is found in his corpus 
of writings) informs him that Dolabella’s uxor has left him and he can now be considered for 
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thought of them—their character or lack thereof was irrelevant to their position as 

uxores and children are not often mentioned. What they did during the day, 

whether or not they had affairs or were chaste, was unimportant to the use of this 

term. They were legally married and were, therefore, uxores. 

As with coniunx, though in greater numbers, Cicero simply used uxor to 

indicate a married woman. This should come as no real surprise, though his 

abundant use of uxor over other possibilities implies that this was his word of 

choice. This pattern shows that these two words, coniunx and uxor, were simply 

good and usable words for “wife.” What is interesting is that this is unlike the use of 

contubernalis or concubina. The use of these two alternate terms in Latin literary 

sources was quite distinct (both from each other and from the terms uxor and 

coniunx); furthermore, each one was used quite differently in the epitaphs than it 

was in Latin literature. This was not entirely the case with coniunx and uxor where 

a lack of distinction in Latin literary sources is evident but a great distinction 

between the two terms is visible in the epigraphic sources.  

The major exception comes in Cicero’s philosophical writings. It was in these 

works157 that Cicero defined wives. The term he used in his definition was uxor 

rather than coniunx. First, according to Cicero, there were two types of uxores. The 

uxor who was married cum manu was also a materfamilias. The other (an uxor 

married sine manu) was just an uxor. As he wrote in Topica 14.5-8:  

Genus enim est uxor; eius duae formae: una matrumfamilias, [eae sunt, quae 
in manum convenerunt;] altera earum, quae tantum modo uxores habentur 
 
For the genus is ‘wife’ (uxor); of wife there are two species: one is that of the 
matresfamilias (these are those who transferred into the power (sc. of the 
husband)), the other of those who are regarded as wives plain and simple.158 

 

A wife married cum manu, therefore, had the right to be called a materfamilias, 

regardless of whether she had produced children.159 This is a confusing 

                                       
Tullia (Cic. Fam. 8.6.2.1.). And, in our final example, Cicero reports that Caesar has divorced 
Pompeia, his uxor, on account of the Bona Dea scandal (Cic. Att. 1.13.3.9.). 
157 Eight of Cicero’s twenty-seven non-specific or plural uses of coniunx are found in his 
philosophical works. They are not relevant to the discussion. Part. or. 56.10; Part. or. 86.6; 
Part. or. 88.6; Off. 1.12.8; Off. 1.54.3; Off. 2.25.13; Off. 3.48.3; Ad Brut. 9.2.2. 
158 Cic. Top. 14.5-8. Marcus Tullius Cicero, Topica, trans. Tobias Reinhardt (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003), 123. 
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philosophical gloss and seems to have little relevance to the reality of Cicero’s own 

life or, most likely, the reality of most Romans’ lives as cum manu marriage had 

become rare by Cicero’s time. Cicero states, as well, that 

Cum autem ad tuendos conservandosque homines hominem natum esse 
videamus, consentaneum est huic naturae, ut sapiens velit gerere et 
administrare rem publicam atque, ut e natura vivat, uxorem adiungere et velle 
ex ea liberos.  
 
Also, since we observe that humans are born to protect and defend one 
another, it is consistent with human nature for the wise person to want to 
take part in the business of government, and, in living by nature, to take a 
spouse [uxor] and to wish to have children.160  

 
And, lastly, the philosophers declared that:  

coniugia virorum et uxorum natura coniuncta esse dicerent, qua ex stirpe 
orirentur amicitiae cognationum.  
 
the union of a man and a woman, which is temporally prior and the root of 
all family affection, is also ordained by nature.161  
 

Consequently, according to Cicero at this point, marriage was for the procreation of 

children, was a natural state, and led to family affection. Most importantly, in the 

mind of Cicero as a philosopher (which was quite different from the mind of Cicero 

as an orator or a letter writer), there was a difference in the degree of respect owed 

to a woman married sine manu versus cum manu.  

It will become evident in Cicero’s letters, however, that there were differences 

found among his philosophical writings, his public expressions, and his private 

views. These ideal philosophical theories about uxores and matresfamilias do not 

appear in his letters regarding Terentia, who was sui iuris (as his desire for her to 

make a will shows).162 Nowhere did he seem to show Terentia less respect due to 

their marriage type. The change in view between his private letters and these 

                                       
159 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 28. Jane F. Gardner, Women in Roman Law and Society 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 6. 
160 Cic. Fin. 3.68.5. Cicero, On Moral Ends, trans. Raphael Woolf (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001), 86-87. 
161 Cic. Fin. 4.17.13. Woolf’s translation, 96. 
162 Jo-Marie Claassen, “Documents of a Crumbling Marriage: The Case of Cicero and 
Terentia,” Phoenix 50 (1996): 208-232. 219 and Att. 11.16.5. 
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philosophical tracts may not be surprising given the differences in genre.163 

However, Cicero’s philosophical definitions also do not appear in such rhetorical 

works as the Verrine Orations in which all married women are matresfamilias.164 

Thomas McGinn points out that a number of authors used materfamilias and 

matrona synonymously for “respectable woman” and, in some sources, 

materfamilias could include widows, divorcées, and even virgins.165 It appears that 

Cicero’s use of terms in his philosophical writings was not the same as in other 

writings (political/legal speeches or private letters). The genre of the sources must 

be acknowledged and discussed in an analysis of term usage. 

The public and private dichotomy is apparent elsewhere in Cicero’s writings 

and had little to do with his divorce or the timing of each piece and more to do with 

the genre of Cicero’s various writings and the intended audience. Two examples 

from Cicero's legal speeches will suffice. Although Cicero stated in the Pro Murena 

that: “Mulieres omnis propter infirmitatem consili maiores in tutorum potestate esse 

voluerunt” (“Our ancestors required all women owing to the instability of their 

judgement to be under the control of guardians”),166 nowhere did he make mention 

of Terentia having or needing a guardian. He certainly did not think that Terentia 

was infirm in her understanding of anything. As the lives of other women with 

whom Cicero was involved are analysed, these two items will be evident again and 

again: none of the women Cicero discussed or contacted was portrayed by him as 

feeble-minded and no guardians were mentioned. One can assume that these 

women did have  guardians, at least in order to satisfy the law, but that this did not 

affect their day-to-day lives in a way that Cicero felt needed mention.  

                                       
163 Lintott puts the Topica at July 44 while Cicero was enroute to Greece. De Finibus was 
finished by June of 45 as Atticus was publishing it then (Lintott, 328). Andrew Lintott, 
Cicero as Evidence: A Historian’s Companion (Oxford University Press, 2008), 359. 
164 See Joachim Marquardt, Das Privatleben Der Römer (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche 
Buchgesellschaft, 1964), 4-5. Cic. Verr. 2.62.4: “Quam multis istum ingenuis, quam multis 
matribus familias in illa taetra atque impura legatione uim attulisse existimatis?” = “Are you 
aware of the number of free-born persons, of respectable married women, to whom he 
offered violence during his foul and disgusting career as assistant governor?” Greenwood’s 
translation, 187.  
165 McGinn, Prostitution, Sexuality, and the Law in Ancient Rome (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003), 150. See especially n. 90 in which McGinn points out the Cicero himself uses 
both terms in the Pro Caelio to refer to “respectable unmarried women.” Interestingly, Fronto 
uses matrona to refer to the female children of the emperor (matronas nostras). Fronto, Ep. 
I.244: Fronto to M. Aurelius Ad. M. Caes. V. 42 (57) (Naber, p. 88). 
166 Cic. Mur. 27.5. MacDonald’s translation, 219. 
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Imagery that was useful in the courtroom or in philosophical discourse and 

that constituted a “set of themes” was not necessarily reflective of day-to-day 

reality.167 Due to the nature of public speeches, both contiones and forensic 

speeches, with the intention of persuading an audience (either voters or jurors), “it 

would be a mistake to think that Cicero and the other advocates made these 

appeals to advance their own political views, rather than to win their cases.”168 

Their purpose was to persuade, not to present their own views or the current social 

reality. When, in the Pro Caelio, Cicero recalled the ghost of Appius Claudius, 

censor from 312 B.C.E., he turned to “old-fashioned notions of right and wrong” in 

order to call Clodia’s behaviour into question. He did this because her behaviour 

would not have been shocking to the jury without recourse to historical morality.169 

It was a useful rhetorical exercise to illustrate a set theme of gender and morality to 

malign Clodia. Public views on topics related to women such as morality, 

guardians, feeble-mindedness, and the degree of female involvement in male-

dominated areas of public life were quite different from actual behaviour and 

private views and were, in fact, dependent on the audience and the desired result of 

the rhetorical exercise. As Joy Connolly has noted, when it comes to gender, 

“Roman rhetoricians” should perhaps not be taken at their word, as rhetorical 

virtue was entirely masculine while “Roman rhetorical moralism” relied on “a tangle 

of folkloristic, medical, and philosophical beliefs.” In short, “even virtuous women 

are barred from rhetorical virtue”170 indicating that the rhetorical and public 

display of virtue and morals was at odds with the privately held views of Romans 

such as Cicero. As a result, Cicero’s more personal views must be sought outside 

his public and philosophical writings, specifically in his letters. 

                                       
167 See Anthony Corbeill, “Rhetorical Education and Social Reproduction” in A Companion to 
Roman Rhetoric, eds. William Dominik and Jon Hall (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 71 
and 81-82 where Corbeill points out that the importance of oratory and the emphasis on 
themes changed from the Republic to the Empire as oratory lessened as an important factor 
in the advancement of a political career in the face of imperial control. 
168 Michael C. Alexander, “Oratory, Rhetoric, and Politics in the Republic” in A Companion to 
Roman Rhetoric, eds. William Dominik and Jon Hall (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 
102. 
169 Cic. Cael. 14 [33-34]. 
170 Joy Connolly, “Virile Tongues: Rhetoric and Masculinity” in A Companion to Roman 
Rhetoric, eds. William Dominik and Jon Hall (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 83-97. 
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A. Named Women in Cicero’s Letters  

Cicero’s letters often mention women by name; most of these would have 

been married at some point in their lives, but if the method of analysing the usage 

of specific marital terms (uxor and coniunx) had been employed for Cicero’s letters, 

most of these women would have been overlooked. The reason for this is that Cicero 

often referred to them only by name rather than by one of the marital terms. 

Caerellia was an important woman for evidence and, perhaps, was not married at 

the time Cicero wrote about her, but a search of uxor or coniunx would have 

overlooked her. Similarly, Postumia, the wife of Servius Sulpicius Rufus, was 

mentioned in four letters to Atticus.171 Though Cicero mentioned her husband, 

Servius, in two of them, he did not once call her an uxor or a coniunx. Again, this 

very interesting lady would have been left out. What appears from an examination 

of Cicero’s comments on married women and his references to their activities is that 

these women and, by association and by inference from Cicero’s lack of shock, their 

husbands and other male relatives, were not as vitally concerned with the ideals 

that modern scholars have associated with them. Although some later literary 

sources may, in fact, “abundantly confirm the central position of wifely chastity, 

castitas, and pudicitia, sexual integrity and scrupulousness,”172 it will become 

apparent very quickly that Cicero and the men and women he knew in the late 

Republic were not preoccupied with these issues in their private lives as they 

sometimes appear to have been in their public works (e.g. Cicero’s Pro Caelio 173). 

Though pudicitia would later, in the imperial period and in authors such as Livy 

and Valerius Maximus, perhaps become important to the lives of women on a civic 

                                       
171  Cic. Att. 114.9, 200.3, 249, 261.2. 
172 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 232-233. She acknowledges (232, n. 11) that there are only 
three pages on casta in Jory’s index and cites Lattimore’s list as further evidence. On 233, 
nn. 20-22, Treggiari cites four post-Cicero authors: Livy, Valerius Maximus, Tacitus’ 
Germania, and Jerome’s anti-marriage, pro-chastity Christian treatise, Against Jovinian. Cf. 
Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 204, for the view that this was not the case and that 
authors such as Treggiari and Rawson are producing a “sentimentalizing and moralizing” 
view of Roman women and Roman marriage. Though Sigismund-Nielsen does not thoroughly 
investigate contubernium or other alternative relationships, her overarching survey of family 
relationships in CIL 6 has provided an alternate view of Roman society. See also, Sigismund-
Neilsen, “Who Invented the Univira?” 
173 Rebecca Langlands, Sexual Morality in Ancient Rome (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2006), 310-316, for a discussion of invective in the Pro Caelio. Langlands, 4, n. 17, 
calls for further study of pudicitia on inscriptions in the wake of her re-evaluation of pudicitia 
in the literary sources. 
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and religious level, it was not a clearly defined quality or uncontested prior to 

Augustus.174 In fact, Cicero was rarely concerned with it in his letters and it 

appears most frequently in his rhetorical speeches.175 The writings of Cicero (and 

the earlier epitaphs) illustrate that this was not a concern in the day-to-day lived 

reality of Roman women or their male relatives. An ideological shift occurred 

between Cicero’s time and that of later authors as sexual and domestic virtues 

gained prominence. We will see that the concerns of women in Cicero’s time were 

not centred around sexual fidelity (which they likely saw as an integral part of 

marriage that needed no special mention) or wool-working (in which they did not 

engage).176  

What will become noticeable in the letters discussed in the following pages177 

is the degree to which Cicero mentioned women quite casually. He clearly knew a 

great many women and felt comfortable discussing them or talking to them, with or 

without their husbands’ knowledge or presence. What also will be evident is that 

these women, all of them members of the upper classes, were actively involved in 

politics, business, philosophy, and other areas of public life, which have not often 

been seen as part of the ideal portrayal of a wife’s behaviour. They felt comfortable 

going to a man who was neither their husband nor a relative and discussing 

relatively private matters with him. They felt at ease working politically on behalf of 

the men in their families, particularly on behalf of their husbands but also for other 

related men such as sons and brothers, as evidenced by Servilia and Clodia. They 

felt comfortable doing business independently of their husbands or fathers and 

with no mention of a tutor. They had amicitia: networks of friends and associates, 

male and female, that they could count on and whom they could use as go-

betweens.178 This was all seen by Cicero, and one must assume by other Roman 

males of his status, to be quite normal and acceptable.  

                                       
174 For more on this, see Langlands, Sexual Morality. Langlands discusses the changing use 
and interpretations of pudicitia in the literary sources. 
175 Langlands, Sexual Morality, 396. Langlands’ study is largely of imperial authors and most 
references to Cicero are to his rhetorical works rather than to his letters, again indicating 
the split between public and private. 
176 Contra, Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 243-244. 
177 References to specific letters can be found below in the discussion of each type of activity 
involving women. 
178 For more information on amicitia, which could be a relationship of political allies or 
simple friendship, see Konstan, Friendship, 122-124. 
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What follows will group specific examples of women according to their 

activities. There will, of course, be some overlap. Cicero mentions approximately 

fifty women by name (including Terentia and Tullia) and not all of these are 

pertinent. Several were offhand mentions with little relevance to the portrayal of 

wives. An example of this would be Aquilia, a potential second wife for Cicero’s 

brother, Quintus. She was mentioned in two letters: in the first, Aquilia was 

rumoured to be a potential bride but Cicero claimed Quintus was uninterested in 

remarrying;179 in the second, he was annoyed with Quintus junior who had stated 

that he owed his father and uncle nothing, that he would not stand for Aquilia as a 

stepmother, and that he was running off to throw in with Antony. Cicero could 

handle Quintus junior’s criticism of a potential stepmother but not his criticism of 

his father or his decision to join Antony.180 There are a number of these types of 

offhand references that add little to our understanding of wives in the late 

Republic.181 The concentration will be on the more informative passages. 

 

B. Caerellia and the Love of Philosophy  

The first woman under discussion is Caerellia. She will appear repeatedly in 

what follows so it is best to pause now to consider who she was to Cicero.182 

Outside of Cicero’s letters, Caerellia has been discussed only rarely by both the 

ancient and modern sources; it was enough that she was a friend of Cicero.183 Dio 

                                       
179 Cic. Att. 367.5 (XIV.13) Puteoli, 26 April 44. All translations of Cicero’s letters, unless 
otherwise noted, are from Shackleton Bailey’s Loeb edition of Cicero’s Letters (see 
Bibliography).  
180 Cic. Att. 371.3 (XIV.17) Pompeii, 3 May 44. 
181 Arbuscula, a mime-actress whom Cicero had seen and was reporting on to Atticus (Att. 
90.6 (IV.15) Rome, 27 July 54); Athenais, the cruel mother of Ariobarzanes III; Cicero had 
helped two men whom she had exiled unjustly (Cic. Fam. 110.6 (XV.4)); Cana, a possible 
bride for Quintus junior (Att. 344.1 (XIII.41) Tusculum, ca. 18 August 45). There are others, 
including a number of references to Atticus’ wife, Pilia, which were merely salutations in 
letters. These equate, for the most part, to: “Give my Best to Pilia” and show the casual 
affection (or polite regard for family) that a man like Cicero showed to his friend’s wife. 
(Letter numbers refer to Shackleton Bailey’s Loeb edition): Att.115.22; 116.10; 117.10; 
118.3; 119.4; 122.5; 239.2; 248.1; 255; 263.3; 265.2; 266.3; 267.3; 272.3; 329.5; 347.1; 
356.4; 357.2; 409.6; 413.6; 414.4. 
182 Letters mentioning Caerellia include: Cic. Fam. 300.1, 2 (XIII.72) Cicero to Servilius 
Isauricus. Rome, 46-44. Cic. Att. 372.4 (XIV.19) Pompeii, 8 May 44. Cic. Att. 327.2 (XIII.21a) 
Arpinum, 30 June or 1 July 45. Cic. Att. 329.3 (XIII.22) Arpinum, 4 (?) July 45. Cic. Att. 
293.3 (XII.51) Tusculum, 20 May 45. Cic. Att. 404 (XV.26).  
183 Elizabeth Rawson, Cicero (Plymouth: Allen Lane, 1975), 252. Rawson mentions Caerellia 
in conjunction with the literary works and laments the loss of her correspondence with 
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Cassius wrote, in a speech attributed to Q. Fufius Calenus, defender of Antony, 

that Cicero divorced Publilia in order to debauch the much older Caerellia.184 This 

is the type of charge one made against one’s political enemies as, among other 

examples, Cicero himself did in the Philippics when he accused Antony of being 

Curio’s lover.185 Disregarded in the case of Cicero and Caerellia,186 it does illustrate 

the closeness of the relationship between Cicero and Caerellia and the fact that this 

was widely known in antiquity. Many letters must have passed between the two; 

this is also held up as evidence for Cicero’s poor behaviour.187 Further evidence is 

found in Quintilian who recorded a portion of a letter that Cicero wrote to Caerellia 

in which he, responding to her queries, justified his political decisions and made a 

pun on the word stomach.188 Thus, they were also close enough to discuss politics, 

though these letters do not survive. Little else is known from the ancient sources.  

Besides brief references to Caerellia in modern works, there has been only 

one study devoted entirely to her. In her 1946 article, Lucy Austin postulated, 

based on the rarity of the name, that Caerellia was from Asia, met Cicero there, 

inherited her Asian properties from her relatives in Asia and, as a wealthy divorcée 

or widow, chose to live out the rest of her life in Rome.189 Her evidence is, as she 

herself admits, tenuous and, with the advent of the Clauss Database in the 1990s, 

it is possible to further investigate this possibility. The name may have been 

                                       
Cicero but makes no other comments. Teresa Carp, “Two Matrons of the Late Republic,” 
Women’s Studies 8 (1981), 189-200. Carp mentions Caerellia in conjunction with Servilia 
(189-190) as two women who were involved in non-traditional pursuits. This is a short 
mention before moving on to Terentia and Tullia. 
184 Cass. Dio. 46.18.4. Interestingly, Watson conjectures (A Commentary on Horace’s Epodes 
304-305), that “Horace might have had in mind Cicero’s philosophically minded friend 
Caerellia, with whom gossip alleged that the had an affair when she was many years older 
than he” when he penned Epode 8 about a sexually active and ugly old woman. 
185 Cic. Phil. II.44-45. In addition, Antony accused Augustus of debauching the wife of an ex-
Consul and of other inappropriate sexual acts in a letter reported by Suetonius. Suet. Aug. 
69. For more examples and a discussion of the use of this type of invective, including the 
charges of incest against Cicero himself (found in Cass. Dio. 46.18.6 and Pseudo-Sallust) 
see Amy Richlin, The Garden of Pripaus: Sexuality and Aggression in Roman Humor (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 94. 
186 Lucy Austin, “The Caerellia of Cicero’s Correspondence,” The Classical Journal 41.7 (April 
1946), 305. Though it is not discussed much in modern sources, it is not impossible that 
Cicero would have an affair with an older woman but the most likely explanation is that this 
is political invective against Cicero of the type listed above.  
187 Cass. Dio. 46.18.4. 
188 Quint. Inst. 6.3.112.  
189 Austin, “Caerellia,” 305-309. 
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relatively rare as there are only eighty-five inscriptions in Clauss that contain 

names from the stem “Caerelli.” None appears to have originated in either Cilicia or 

Asia Minor and, although several were from the provinces, the majority were found 

in Italy or in Rome itself.190 This makes it more likely that Caerellia was from Italy, 

or Rome itself, but even this is speculative. We simply cannot know where Caerellia 

came from or how she became a necessaria of Cicero. 

The above speculation illustrates, however, that very little is actually known 

about Caerellia. The evidence will show, in what follows, that she was very active in 

many areas of Roman life and that she acted independently. Given her age, it is 

likely that she was married at some point in her life but whether she was widowed, 

divorced, or still married at the time of the surviving correspondence with Cicero is 

unknown. Neither husband nor guardian was mentioned but these facts should not 

be seen as unusual. Nor should these missing pieces of information be taken as 

evidence that Caerellia was either unmarried or without a guardian. It should be 

taken as evidence that she acted independently of whatever male relatives or aides 

she did have. She was, however, closely connected to Cicero. It is possible that she 

was actually a relative of Publilia and Publilius as she tried to reconcile Cicero and 

Publilia when their marriage was ending. Cicero also called her his necessaria, the 

meaning of which will be discussed (see below, p. 55).191 The exact nature of her 

relationship to Cicero is, however, a matter for debate. What is not debatable is that 

the two were very close and that her behaviour, as described by Cicero, provides 

intriguing insight into the activities of Roman women. 

How, then, was Caerellia involved in philosophy? In two letters, Caerellia 

was given the guise of an avid student of philosophy.192 This is not unique to 

Caerellia; the wife of Pompey, Cornelia, was also said to be interested in 

                                       
190 Of the eighty-five inscriptions, the following is the breakdown by area: Britannia = 1; 
Baetica = 1; Samnium = 1; Gallia Narbonensis = 1; Bruttium et Lucania = 3; Apulia et 
Calabria = 2; Raetia = 1; Egypt = 2; Dacia = 7; Africa Proconsularis = 8; Numidia = 1; 
Dalmatia = 3; Germania Superior = 2; Venetia et Histria = 3; Aemilia/Regio VIII = 8; Etruria 
= 4; Latium/Campania = 11; Rome = 26. 
191 For Caerellia as an envoy for Publilia and Publilius, see Cic. Att. 372.4 (XIV.19) Pompeii, 8 
May 44 and below, 133. For Caerellia as necessaria of Cicero, see Cic. Fam. 300.1, 2 (XIII.72) 
Cicero to Servilius Isauricus. Rome, 46-44. See below, p. 56. 
192 Cic. Att. 327.2 (XIII.21a) Arpinum, 30 June or 1 July 45. Cic. Att. 329.3 (XIII.22) 
Arpinum, 4 (?) July 45. 
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philosophy.193 That being said, Caerellia went beyond merely listening to 

philosophical letters. She searched out unpublished tracts for reading and had 

them copied for her own use. This was tantamount to being involved in publication. 

As T. Murphy explains: “Copying a book for private use, whether by the dedicatee or 

by an interloper, constituted publication, and so in this case a violation of the 

author’s intentions.”194 This is a separate issue from Cicero’s letters being copied. 

As discussed above (p. 39-40), Cicero’s letters were not all intended for publication. 

The issue here is not that this work was published—it was always intended to be 

published. The issue is that Caerellia had obtained the tracts before Cicero had 

deemed them ready for publication and before he had sent a copy to the addressee. 

Though it does not appear that she made them public, or that she intended to do 

so, she had co-opted Cicero’s authorial intent. 

What, exactly, did Caerellia do? Cicero wrote to Atticus that: “mirifice 

Caerellia studio videlicet philosophiae flagrans describit a tuis” (“Caerellia, in her 

amazing ardour for philosophy no doubt, is copying from your people”). Cicero was 

not happy about this but did not indicate that this was an oddity—either for 

Caerellia or for women in general. He was simply annoyed that she had obtained a 

copy without his permission and before it was ready.195 L. Cornelius Balbus196 had 

done a similar thing but, though Cicero does seem to have been more annoyed with 

Caerellia over her actions than he had been with Balbus, his characterisation of 

Caerellia as having “amazing ardour for philosophy” does not seem to have been 

                                       
193 Plut. Pomp. 55. !"#$%&"' () $*+,-./0 ,1' 230 $4-50 678#, 9"+08-:*0 .;7*2<+* =,2<--"; 

>?8$:@0"', "A $*+.<0"0, B--C D%+*0 B$"-,-,5##<080 0,@E2F !"$-:"; 2"G 9+HEE"; $*5(4', I 

E;0J?8E,0 K? $*+.,0:*', K0 !H+."5' 2,.08?42"'. K0L0 () 2M ?4+N $"--C O:-2+* (:D* 2P0 BOQ 
R+*'. ?*F 7C+ $,+F 7+H##*2* ?*-P' SE?82" ?*F $,+F -T+*0 ?*F 7,@#,2+:*0, ?*F -47@0 

O5-"E4O@0 ,U.5E2" D+8E:#@' B?"T,50. “Pompey now entered the city, and married Cornelia, a 
daughter of Metellus Scipio. She was not a virgin, but had lately been left a widow by 
Publius, the son of Crassus, whose virgin bride she had been before his death in Parthia. 
The young woman had many charms apart from her youthful beauty. She was well versed in 
literature, in playing the lyre, and in geometry, and had been accustomed to listen to 
philosophical discourses with profit.” Translated by Perrin. Bernadotte Perrin, Plutarch’s 
Lives (London: William Heinemann, 1917), 261. 
194 T. Murphy, “Cicero's First Readers: Epistolary Evidence for the Dissemination of His 
Works,” Classical Quarterly, n.s. 48 (1998), 501.  
195 Cic. Att. 327.2 (XIII.21a) Arpinum, 30 June or 1 July 45. 
196 Murphy, “Cicero’s First Readers,” 502. Balbus was part of Caesar’s, and then Octavian’s, 
following. 
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sarcastic.197 In the second letter, he reiterated his unhappiness over Caerellia 

having acquired a copy of his work on the sly from Atticus’ copyist. However, his 

complaint centred around the fact that the work was not ready for distribution and 

not on the fact that it was a woman who had obtained it.198 Since Cicero searched 

out politically helpful readers, it seems that Caerellia should have fit this criterion 

and so should have been allowed access to De Finibus in due course.199 According 

to Quintilian, Cicero did seek out Caerellia’s political advice and, in letters that do 

not survive, had to justify his political decisions to her when she asked.200 This 

would imply that she was politically influential and a person worth consulting. 

Also, Cicero referred to Caerellia as his necessaria, which can mean female friend or 

female relative. In the masculine, necessarius can also mean patron and it is 

possible that Caerellia had been one of Cicero’s literary patrons. Likely, Cicero’s 

desire for Caerellia not to have access to his unpublished De Finibus had more to 

do with keeping it out of circulation before its addressee could see it and less to do 

with Cicero finding Caerellia a nuisance or politically unhelpful. It was not the 

actual publication of the work that was the concern but rather its premature 

publication. As he wrote to Atticus, he did not wish to give an obsolete work to 

Brutus (obsoletum Bruto).201 

From these two letters, scant evidence to be sure, it appears that some 

women were involved in various aspects of literary pursuits including the study of 

philosophy. This, in itself, may not be surprising but it is well outside the domestic 

sphere allotted Roman women. That this woman was involved in a traditionally 

male-oriented study, philosophy, and that Cicero saw nothing inherently wrong 

with the idea of her being involved in this activity (except as to how it related to his 

unpolished manuscript) is indicative, on a very small scale, of the wide range of 

activities open to upper-class Roman women and accepted as normal by their male 

counterparts. 

 

 

                                       
197 Contra Murphy, “Cicero’s First Readers,” 502-503. 
198 Cic. Att. 329.3 (XIII.22) Arpinum, 4 (?) July 45. 
199 Contra Murphy, “Cicero’s First Readers,” 502. 
200 Quint. Inst. 6.3.112.  
201 Cic. Att. 329.3 (XIII.22) and also Cic. Att. 327.1 (XIII.21a).  
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C. Women in Business and Financial Matters  

Like other women, Caerellia was intimately involved in business matters, 

both in Rome and abroad.202 Cicero was involved in her business affairs on a 

number of levels. To preview the evidence that will be given below, these letters, and 

the others relating to women in business, show several things. First, the women in 

Cicero’s world (upper-class women found in his circle of friends and acquaintances) 

acted independently. Rarely was a husband or a father mentioned and there were 

no references to guardians. Second, it shows the network of amicitia that Roman 

women had. Caerellia did not discuss her financial issues with a male relative to 

the exclusion of all others—she discussed them with Cicero, who does not appear to 

have been a relative. Cicero, rather than a male relative or guardian, acted as her 

agent or mediator, likely because he was the person she knew who was best able to 

aid her. Third, it simply shows the high-level of business acumen that upper-class 

Roman women could attain.  

Cicero wrote to Servilius Isauricus, the Governor or Asia from 46 to 44,203 in 

order to remind Servilius about his promise to look after Caerellia’s interests in 

Asia. 

M. CICERO P. SERVILIO COLLEGAE S. 
Caerelliae, necessariae meae, rem, nomina, possessiones Asiaticas 

commendavi tibi praesens in hortis tuis quam potui diligentissime, tuque mihi 
pro tua consuetudine proque tuis in me perpetuis maximisque officiis omnia te 
facturum liberalissime recepisti. meminisse te id spero; scio enim solere. sed 
tamen Caerelliae procuratores scripserunt te propter magnitudinem provinciae 
multitudinemque negotiorum etiam atque etiam esse commonefaciendum.  

Peto igitur, ut memineris te omnia quae tua fides pateretur mihi 
cumulate recepisse. equidem existimo habere te magnam facultatem (sed hoc 
tui est consili et iudici) ex eo senatus consulto quod in heredes C. Vennoni 
factum est Caerelliae commodandi. id senatus consultum tu interpretabere pro 
tua sapientia; scio enim eius ordinis auctoritatem semper apud te magni fuisse. 
quod reliquum est, sic velim existimes, quibuscumque rebus Caerelliae benigne 
feceris, mihi te gratissimum esse facturum. 
 
From M. Cicero to his colleague P. Servilius greetings. 

I recommended the financial interests of my friend [necessariae 
meae204] Caerellia—her investments and property in Asia—to you when we 

                                       
202 Letters mentioning Caerellia include: Cic. Fam. 300.1, 2 (XIII.72) Cicero to Servilius 
Isauricus. Rome, 46-44. Cic. Att. 372.4 (XIV.19) Pompeii, 8 May 44. Cic. Att. 327.2 (XIII.21a) 
Arpinum, 30 June or 1 July 45. Cic. Att. 329.3 (XIII.22) Arpinum, 4 (?) July 45. Cic. Att. 
293.3 (XII.51) Tusculum, 20 May 45. Cic. Att. 404 (XV.26).  
203 Shackleton Bailey, introduction to Letters to Friends, 31. 
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were together at your place in the suburbs, as warmly as I was able; and 
you, conformably to your habit and the constant flow of your signal services 
to me, undertook to do most handsomely all I asked. However, Caerellia’s 
agents205 write that, because of the size of your province and the quantity of 
business, you should be frequently reminded.  

May I request you therefore to bear in mind the ample undertaking 
you gave me to do all that our conscience would permit? I believe (but it is 
for you to consider and judge) that you have a great opportunity to 
accommodate Caerellia, arising out of the Senate’s decree in respect of C. 
Vennonius’ heirs. You will interpret that decree in the light of your own 
wisdom—I know you have always held the authority of the House in high 
regard. For the rest, please take it that any kindness you may do Caerellia 
will greatly oblige me.206 

 

Cicero was obviously very concerned over Caerellia’s business affairs. Yet 

one might ask why Cicero would have been so concerned over a seemingly 

unrelated woman? This leads back to the questions about who Caerellia was and 

how Cicero knew her. There are no definitive answers but it seems unmistakeable 

that Caerellia was using Cicero as an intermediary between herself and the 

Governor of Asia. She owned property and investments in Asia and had asked 

Cicero to intercede on her behalf with the governor. She also knew Cicero well 

enough to ask him to ask a favour of an ex-Consul. She was a necessaria to Cicero. 

What did this mean?  

The relationship between necessarii was a personal one that could have 

connotations of obligation and duty but not always of agreement. As Rowland has 

noted, Cicero counted Ap. Claudius and M. Licinius Crassus as necessarii but was 

not always on good terms with them.207 Aid offered to a necessarius might include 

helping a neighbour harvest his fields, judicial or electoral support, financial aid, or 

                                       
204 “Necessaria” means “a female friend or relative.” There is nothing to indicate that 
Caerellia was a relative of Cicero and Shackleton Bailey’s translation of this passage as “my 
friend” seems the most fitting. If Cicero wanted to stress a familial bond, he would have used 
a more definitive term of relationship. Caerellia appears in a list of Cicero’s necessarii—she 
appears to be the only female in the group. See Robert J. Rowland, Jr., “Cicero's Necessarii,” 
The Classical Journal, 65.5 (1970), 193-198. It is also unlikely that the legal sense of “heres 
necessarius” would apply to Caerellia.  
205 Agents or procuratores were definitely not indicative of a woman’s guardian. There is no 
mention of a guardian for Caerellia. 
206 Cic. Fam. 300.1, 2 (XIII.72) Cicero to Servilius Isauricus. Rome, 46-44. Shackleton Bailey, 
Letters to Friends, III (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 44-47. 
207 Rowland, “Cicero’s Necessarii,” 194, n. 8. 
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writing letters of recommendation.208 Rowland lists Caerellia among Cicero’s 

necessarii but does not discuss the form that this relationship took.209 Austin 

believes the relationship was based on business and that is how Caerellia became 

Cicero’s necessaria.210 Caerellia appeared often in Cicero’s writings: she was 

interested in Cicero’s philosophical writing, she lent him money, she was interested 

in his marriage, he wrote letters on her behalf, and they were co-heirs in a will. He 

was not, however, always pleased with her actions or involvement in his life. This is 

an example of necessitudo as the cause of amicitia.211 Caerellia and Cicero were part 

of each other’s circle of amicitia. Though generally seen as an all-male institution,212 

amicitia, or friendship for mutual benefit, included ties between men and women 

such as Cicero and Caerellia or, as Bauman notes, Clodia and Bestia. It appears 

that just as two men could have a mutual interest, political or otherwise, leading to 

amicitia, so too could a man and a woman have mutual interests leading to co-

operation on some level.213 However, Skinner writes that Cicero and Caerellia were 

not actually intimate friends and the use of the term necessaria simply suited 

Cicero’s purposes in this letter.214 Was Cicero being polite or truthful or both in 

calling Caerellia his necessaria? 

It is very difficult to know what the basis of the relationship between the two 

was. What is certain is that Cicero felt close enough to Caerellia (or sufficiently 

indebted to her) to bother a provincial governor and that she was independent 

enough to own property in a province and to not feel the need to mention a 

guardian, husband, or father in her dealings regarding said property. Other 

references, however, indicate a degree of closeness between them making it likely 

that they were friends on some level. There is also the possibility (see below, p. 84) 

that Caerellia was actually a relative of Publilia and Publilius. This would also 

                                       
208 For a full discussion of the types of duties a necessarius might perform, and the evidence 
for these duties (largely from Cicero) see Rowland, “Cicero’s Necessarii,” 195, n. 10. 
209 Rowland, “Cicero’s Necessarii,” 196. 
210 Austin, “Caerellia,” 308. 
211 Rowland, “Cicero’s Necessarii,” 193. 
212 David Konstan, Friendship in the Classical World (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997). Konstan, 90-91, states that women in antiquity did have female friends but 
that men and women were not seen as having friendships. Cicero’s letters and the evidence 
of the epitaphs seems to argue against this. 
213 Richard A. Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome (Routledge, 1994), 72. 
214 Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” 284, n. 28. 
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account for much of her association with Cicero but this is unprovable and is 

actually unnecessary if one concludes that their relationship was one of amicitia. 

What other evidence for Caerellia is there? She was mentioned in several 

letters to Atticus with two being related to financial affairs. Cicero had borrowed 

money from Caerellia and needed to pay it back. Atticus advised repaying it quickly. 

Atticus’ desire to have Cicero pay his debt to Caerellia without delay had nothing to 

do with her gender. It was undignified for Cicero to owe money to anyone and not 

pay it back quickly. Cicero was less concerned with his dignity than with his need 

for money and elected to wait on repayment of the debt he owed Caerellia until he 

heard about other financial matters.215 In the second letter, Cicero and Caerellia 

were co-heirs and Cicero trusted Atticus with the task of ensuring that Caerellia 

received her share, as both were to be in Rome in 44.216 These episodes show that 

they were close enough to lend money to one another (or for her to lend money to 

Cicero) and they were in the same social circle, as they both knew someone who 

thought it appropriate to leave them inheritances. Caerellia was also independent 

enough to lend money. Again, no mention was made of guardians, husbands, 

fathers, sons, or brothers. She was acting alone without male guidance and neither 

Cicero nor Atticus seemed to see anything wrong with (or unusual about) this 

situation. 

Caerellia was not the only woman with whom Cicero had financial dealings. 

Cicero may have been involved in paying a debt for Atticus’ mother. The context is 

unclear but it is possible. Atticus was away from Rome when Cicero wrote to him 

that:  

 Apud matrem recte est, eaque nobis curae est. L. Cincio HS XXCD constitui me 
curaturum Id. Febr. 
 
All is in order at your mother’s and I am not forgetting her. I have arranged 
to pay L. Cincius HS 20,400 on the Ides of February.217 

 

                                       
215 Cic. Att. 293.3 (XII.51) Tusculum, 20 May 45. 
216 Cic. Att. 404 (XV.26). See also, Shackleton Bailey, Letters to Atticus IV, 283, n. 3, where 
Cicero mentioned that they were co-heirs. Cicero wrote to Atticus: “You will remember when 
you see Caerellia to convey to her an eighth part of the * house, near the temple of Strenia, 
according to the highest price bid at the auction—380,000, I think.” (Memineris cum 
Caerelliam videris mancipio dare ad eam summam quae sub praecone fuit maxima. Id opinor 
esse CCCLXXX.) 
217 Cic. Att. 3 (I.7) Rome, before 13 February 67. 
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Cicero was obviously caring for Atticus’ mother or her property while her son was 

away. What is uncertain is the connection between the two sentences. Was the 

20,400 sesterces a separate issue that Cicero thought would be of interest to 

Atticus or was it part of looking after Atticus’ mother? If the two were connected, 

then it shows again the involvement of women in finances and, in this case, 

Cicero’s involvement in taking care of financial matters for an un-related but close 

female. If the two sentences are not connected, then Cicero was still a trusted-

enough family friend to be asked to look in on Atticus’ aging mother. Other 

examples add to this portrait of financial independence.218 The case of Licinia is 

particularly interesting. 

In one of Cicero’s letters (Fam. 209.4), Licinia appeared. She was the wife of 

Dexius and sister of M. Licinius Crassus (son of the Triumvir).219 She seems to have 

been an acquaintance of Tullia and to have lived near Cicero. Cicero was interested 

in obtaining property from her family on behalf of Fabius Gallus220 and he sent 

Tullia as his intermediary to try to convince Licinia to influence her husband and 

brother to sell. Shackleton Bailey comments on the fact that Fabius wished to buy 

                                       
218 In another letter, Cicero mentioned Livia, an unknown but wealthy woman.  She had left 
a legacy to Dolabella on the condition that he change his name. Cicero was not sure that it 
was ethical for a nobleman to change his name based on a lady’s will—but this could 
depend, he thought, on the amount of the legacy (Cic. Att. 3 (I.7) Rome, before 13 February 
67). This is an example of a wealthy and independent women who made her own will and left 
money to a (likely) non-related man. She also felt this gave her the right to exercise influence 
over the man. A second lady, also worth noting, was Ovia, a woman with whom Cicero had 
multiple financial dealings. Atticus helped Cicero often in his dealings with her and her 
property. In Cic. Att. 260.4, the reference was to money that was to be paid to Ovia (wife of 
Lollius) and that it could not be done in Cicero’s absence. In Att. 263.1, Cicero asked Atticus 
to arrange business about Ovia for him and in Att. 270.2, Cicero asked Atticus again to 
make arrangements with Ovia. In Att. 329.4, Cicero apologised to Atticus for difficulties in 
Ovia’s property. In Att. 412.1, Cicero was sending Eros back to deal with Ovia. 
219 Shackleton Bailey, 3: 269, n. 7. Shackleton Bailey discusses the manuscript tradition for 
this letter and explains that the mss have Cassio and Cassium which would make this man 
Lucius Cassius, brother of C. Cassius, and Licinia his half-sister. Shackleton Bailey argues 
for the change to Crassus being “very probable.” 
220 For more on Fabius Gallus, see Shackleton Bailey, Cicero, Epistulae ad Familiares, volume 
II, 47-43 B.C. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 370-373. Fabius Gallus had 
previously purchased statuary for Cicero and had received a letter from Cicero, Fam. 209 
(VII.23). He is thought (see Shackleton Bailey) to have been in the Epicurean circle of the 
grammarian Curtius Nicias and C. Cassius. As Dolabella was the patron of Nicias, 
Shackleton Bailey speculates that it was Dolabella who introduced him to Cicero.  
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the property but has little to say about the use of related women in making the 

transaction a reality.221 Licinia refused to make a decision without her husband.222 

This is an interesting view of the Roman reality. In the ideals ascribed to 

Roman wives, they should be faithful and obedient to their husbands.223 Licinia 

would appear to have been both faithful and obedient as she refused to make 

decisions on this matter without her husband. However, there are other 

possibilities. First, and impossible to prove, this might have been a polite fiction: 

the need to consult an absent person-of-interest would be a believable delaying 

tactic. A more likely possibility is that the two saw themselves as being in a 

marriage of partners with similar goals, at least as far as the sale of the 

matrimonial home was concerned, and that it really was customary for them to 

discuss such issues as a couple despite the legal separation of their personal 

properties.  

As Antti Arjava notes, Roman spouses could not give each other gifts but 

were, as far as economic law was concerned, separate entities. He explains further: 

The spouses could lend and borrow and conduct transactions between them 
like any strangers, and they were not liable for each other’s debts or civic 
obligations. In brief, they were treated like two totally unrelated persons as 
far as property was concerned. But, since this rule had to be confirmed in 
numerous statutes over the course of time, it was perhaps not self-evident 
for everyone.224 

 

While the ownership of the house would be either his or hers, the use of it was joint 

and, as Crook has noted “in a concordant marriage the spouses just do not bother 

                                       
221 Shackleton Bailey, Cicero, Epistulae ad Familiares, volume II, 47-43 B.C., 373. In his 
commentary on this portion of the letter, Shackleton Bailey writes: “The house, adjacent to 
Cicero’s, was owned by one Cassius (see below) and occupied by his sister (presumably his 
half-sister) Licinia, whose husband Dexius (otherwise unknown) had left for Spain. Gallus 
proposed to buy it and was anxious to obtain possession as soon as possible. But the 
purchase can hardly have gone through; for if it had, why should Cassius be approached 
through Licinia, the tenant whom Gallus wanted out? The house was in Rome. For, apart 
from the (admittedly inconclusive) fact that Tullia and Licinia were evidently there, a 
property immediately adjacent to one of Cicero’s villas would itself have been a villa, not a 
town house (domus).” 
222 Cic. Fam. 209.4 (VII.23) Cicero to M. Fabius Gallus, Rome, beginning of December (true 
calendar) 46. 
223 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 230. 
224 Arjava, Women and Law, 134-135. 
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about questions of ‘his and hers’; only when the marriage ends, for whatever 

reason, do the rules have any importance.” 225 

Licinia and her husband may have considered themselves equal partners in 

the use of their property and may not have concerned themselves with the precise 

details of the law; Licinia needed to talk to her husband because they were both 

equally concerned with the outcome. This view of Roman marriage as a partnership 

and the consequent (or pre-existing) lack of concern or knowledge of the laws 

regarding marriage and property/gifts/partnerships was likely a common 

occurrence among Roman spouses. 

Regardless of the reason why Licinia said she could not decide without 

Dexius, the fact remains that Cicero simply expected this to work. He was using his 

daughter as a financial go-between with another woman and he thought this 

strategy would get him what he wanted—or he would not have tried it. This 

illustrates that many women of a certain status in Rome must have been willing to 

make financial decisions independently of their male relatives or to try to influence 

the decisions of male relatives as a favour to non-related people. 

More evidence of the direct and unexceptional involvement of women in 

financial matters comes from Cicero’s letters to Atticus about Clodia. These ten 

letters, from 7 May 45 to 16 April 44, all revolve around Cicero’s desire to build a 

shrine to his beloved Tullia.226 The Clodia of these letters was likely the same Clodia 

of the Pro Caelio who was married to Metellus Celer and who was also referred to by 

Cicero as Boopis (Ox-Eyes) in his letters to Atticus where she was Atticus’ dinner 

guest and informant.227 Clodia will reappear in the discussion of women in politics. 

Here, however, the evidence makes it abundantly obvious that women were involved 

in their own business transactions.  

In these letters, Cicero wrote to Atticus about a number of properties that he 

thought would be suitable for a shrine to Tullia. On the list was Clodia’s property. 

As the letters progressed, Cicero’s desire for Clodia’s property as the perfect location 

                                       
225 Crook, “His and Hers,” 166. 
226 Cic. Att. 279.2 (XII.38a) Astura, 7 May 45. Cic. Att. 282.1 (XII.42) Astura, 10 May 45; Cic. 
Att. 283.3 (XII.41) Astura, 11 May 45; Cic. Att. 284.3 (XII.43) Astura, 12 May 45; Cic. Att. 
285.2 (XII.44) Astura, 13 May 45; Cic. Att. 286.1 (XIII.26) Astura, 14 May 45; Cic. Att. 288.1, 
2 (XII.47) Lanuvium, 16 May 45: Cic. Att. 294.2 (XII.52) Tusculum, 21 May 45. Cic. Att. 
300.2 (XIII.29) Tusculum, 27 May 45. Cic. Att. 362.1 (XIV.8) Sinuessa, 16 April 44. 
227 Marilyn B. Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” TAPA 113 (1983), 273-287.  



  
 

 

63 

grew and he urged Atticus more and more to give him information about Clodia and 

whether she was willing to sell and for what price.228 In the penultimate letter in the 

series, from 27 May 45, Cicero informed Atticus that the dowry debt with Dolabella 

was being settled and he would soon have ready cash. He thought this would make 

it more attractive for Clodia to deal with him directly. He wrote to Atticus: 

Clodiam igitur. A qua ipsa ob eam causam sperare videor, quod et multo 
minoris sunt et Dolabellae nomen iam expeditum videtur, ut etiam 
repraesentatione confidam. 
 
Well then, Clodia. I think I may hope to buy from her directly, both because 
her property is much less valuable and because Dolabella’s debt now seems 
well on the way to settlement so that I am confident of being able to pay even 
on a cash down footing.”.229  
As with all the other business minded women, there was no mention of an 

interested male who should have been consulted. Cicero plainly believed that he 

could and would deal directly with Clodia. His comments also imply that she was in 

a position of autonomy that was sufficient for her to deal directly with a potential 

buyer and to demand cash. Clodia’s father was dead (in 76 B.C.E.230) and so was 

her husband, Metellus Celer (died in 59). She had no paterfamilias or husband at 

this time. There is no evidence that Clodia had remarried and certainly no evidence 

that if she had remarried it would have been cum manu. As a result, she was sui 

iuris but this was not the only reason for her independence.231 Clodia was a self-

sufficient upper-class woman who felt no need to discuss her private business 

dealings with a male or to be inconvenienced by a tutor. This is evidenced by 

                                       
228 Cic. Att. 279.2 (XII.38a) Astura, 7 May 45: “Clodia’s place would be admirable but I don’t 
think it’s for sale.” Att. 282.1 (XII.42) Astura, 10 May 45; Att. 283.3 (XII.41) Astura, 11 May 
45; Att. 284.3 (XII.43) Astura, 12 May 45; Att. 285.2 (XII.44) Astura, 13 May 45; Att. 286.1 
(XIII.26) Astura, 14 May 45; Att. 288.1, 2 (XII.47) Lanuvium, 16 May 45: “But when will 
Clodia be in Rome and how much do you estimate it will cost.” Att. 294.2 (XII.52) Tusculum, 
21 May 45. 
229 Cic. Att. 300.2 (XIII.29) Tusculum, 27 May 45. 
230 W. Jeffrey Tatum, The Patrician Tribune: Publius Clodius Pulcher (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1999), 33. 
231 Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta, 102. Hemelrijk discusses women married without manus who, 
upon the death of their father, would become sui iuris and have great independence, except 
for a tutor in certain situations. Her example is Terentia but we do not know when Terentia, 
during the course of the marriage, became sui iuris and she seems to have been financially 
(and otherwise) independent for a great portion of the marriage. For Terentia as well, there is 
absolutely no mention of a tutor. Certainly she was not hindered by one and likely other 
women were not either and tutors make no appearance in Cicero’s letters about women. Cf. 
Judith Evans-Grubbs, Women and the Law in the Roman Empire, 21.  
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Cicero’s letter to Atticus mentioning Lentulus in which Cicero wrote: “Nam quod ad 

me Lentulo scribis, non est in eo” or “As for what you write about Lentulus, it doesn’t 

rest with him.”232 Hejduk, in her discussion, speculates that Atticus, in a previous 

and now lost letter, had thought that Lentulus might be able to influence Clodia, 

his mother-in-law, into selling to Cicero but Cicero thought not, due to Lentulus’ 

divorce from Metella.233 The reality is much simpler than that: the final decision 

rested with Clodia; Cicero, of all people, was fully aware of this.234 

Cicero’s last mention of this Clodia was from April 44 in letter 362.1 (XIV.8). 

It is unclear whether this letter was about the property negotiations or about 

another matter as it contains a variety of inquiries and gossip about people and 

their activities (including the fact that Cleopatra had left Rome). Regardless of the 

context, it is plain that Cicero was still interested in Clodia when he wrote: “Clodia 

quid egerit scribas ad me velim” (“Please let me know what Clodia has done”).235 This 

might have been in reference to the property negotiations (though it might have 

been about another matter of interest to Cicero). It is uncertain. What is certain is 

that he saw nothing wrong with doing business with Clodia (despite his character 

assassination of her in the Pro Caelio) or with her doing business with him—a man 

who had vilified her years before in public.236 Moreover, as Skinner states, “Cicero 

implicitly recognizes her business acumen when he anticipates her demand for 

cash on the line.”237 Cicero was fully aware of the financial independence of most 

women of his acquaintance and it is likely that this was not unique to Cicero, as a 

                                       
232 Cic. Att. 281 (12.40.4). 
233 Hejduk, Clodia, 59-60, n. 95. Cic. Att. 12.40.4. 
234 In a similar vein, in letter 8 (XIV.1), Cicero wrote to Terentia from exile (29 November 58) 
about her plan to sell property to support him. He urged her not to, out of concern for the 
loss of the money if he could not return thus leaving nothing for young Marcus. It is clear 
from the context, however, that the ultimate decision on what to do with her property was 
Terentia’s, as it is here Clodia’s. Terentia had written to Cicero that she was going to sell the 
houses—not to ask his permission or advice on whether or not she should: Quod ad me, mea 
Terentia, scribis te vicum vendituram, quid, obsecro te (me miserum!), quid futurum est? 
“Dearest, you tell me you are going to sell a row of houses. This is dreadful. What in the 
name of heaven, what, is to happen?”  
235 Cic. Att. 362.1 (XIV.8) Sinuessa, 16 April 44. 
236 See Marilyn B. Skinner, “Clodia Metelli.” TAPA 113 (1983), 273-287. Skinner theorises 
(283) that a reconciliation must have taken place between Cicero and Clodia for them to be 
on such cordial terms in 45. 
237 Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” 283. 
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Roman male, or to Clodia, Terentia, Caerellia, or other women mentioned in his 

letters.  

 

D. Women in Politics 

The letters of Cicero have shown that women were involved in business and, 

to a lesser extent, in literary endeavours and that these were both unremarkable to 

Cicero. Cicero’s letters unambiguously show that they were also very involved in 

politics. Not all references will be discussed in depth but, rather, the focus will be 

on a representative few. Cicero’s letters support T. P. Wiseman in his assessment 

that: “It is unreal to draw a clear distinction between social and political behaviour 

in the Roman aristocracy.”238 This is particularly true for women as their social 

behaviour was often influenced by political considerations. 

Cicero made abundant use of women as informants. His use of Clodia, sister 

of P. Clodius Pulcher, will be detailed below in a special sub-section. Servilia was 

also among those women with whom Cicero was in contact for political information 

or whose movements and opinions he was interested in knowing.239 In addition to 

these two rather extraordinary women, Cicero also made use of other women 

illustrating that, although Servilia and Clodia were deeply involved in politics, 

perhaps to the extreme for women in late-Republican Rome, their activities were 

not unique and were mirrored, if on a smaller scale, by other Roman women of their 

class.  

For example, Cicero used information provided by another woman named 

Clodia who was the mother-in-law of L. Caecilius Metellus (the Tribune of the Plebs 

                                       
238 T. P. Wiseman, Cinna the Poet and Other Roman Essays (Leicester: Leicester University 
Press, 1974), 187. 
239 Cic. Att. 319.2 (XIII.11) Arpinum, 22 June 45: Tu igitur si Servilia venerit, si Brutus quid 
egerit, etiam si constituerit quando obviam, quicquid denique erit quod scire me oporteat, 
scribes. = “Well then, you will write if Servilia comes, if Brutus takes any step, also if he 
decides when to go to meet Caesar, anything in fact that I ought to know.” Att. 323.2 
(XIII.16) Arpinum, 26 June 45: Quid Servilia? iamne venit? Brutus ecquid agit et quando? De 
Caesare quid auditur? = “What about Servilia? Has she arrived yet? Is Brutus doing 
anything, and when is he going to do it? What news of Caesar?” Att. 386.4 (XV.6) Tusculum, 
2 (?) June 44: Obsignata iam Balbus ad me Serviliam redisse, confirmare non dicessuros. 
Nunc exspecto a te litteras. = “My letter was already sealed when I heard from Balbus that 
Servilia has returned with confirmation that they won’t go away. Now I wait to hear from 
you.” 
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who tried to prevent Caesar from entering the Roman treasury).240 Through a letter 

sent by Clodia to her son-in-law, Cicero discovered that Pompey had crossed the 

sea with 30,000 men in March of 49 to get away from Caesar. Clodia had crossed 

with the men (as had other senatorial wives and children) and was sending 

information back to Rome, where it reached Cicero.241 This shows that women were 

able to send information to relatives, even in difficult times, and that they were seen 

as reliable sources of information. Cicero had no reason to mistrust this source and 

the gender of the source was never an issue. As it turned out, this information was 

not reliable242 but Cicero had thought it was and had no reason to assume that 

information provided by a woman would not be valid.  

Unfortunately, the identity of this Clodia has not been proved and she seems 

not to be mentioned elsewhere.243 If the identity of this Clodia could be ascertained, 

it would allow greater discussion on the topic of women’s involvement in public life. 

It is worth speculation and, as will be demonstrated, the most likely candidate is 

Licinia, daughter of Clodia and Lucullus. The name of L. Metellus’ wife is also 

unknown and it is, therefore, difficult to work back to her mother. Metellus’ wife 

would not have been named Clodia—she would have had her unmentioned father’s 

name. Her mother, Clodia, could have been an unknown and unknowable Clodia 

from another branch of the family. She could also have been one of the Clodiae, the 

three sisters of P. Clodius Pulcher. The connections between the Clodii and the 

Caecilii Metelli are well known and, as detailed below, it is possible that one of 

Clodius’ sisters was the mother-in-law of this Tribune. 

The middle Clodia, the most famous of the three sisters, was married to Q. 

Caecilius Metellus Celer, a prominent member of the family. This is the famous 

Clodia of Catullus’ poems and Cicero’s Pro Caelio and it is impossible for her 

daughter, Metella Celer, to be the Tribune’s mother-in-law as Metella Celer was 

                                       
240 Seager, Pompey, 162. 
241 Cic. Att. 172.3 (IX.6) Formiae, 11 March 49. Shackleton Bailey notes that they had not 
actually left yet and the information is inaccurate. 
242 Cic. Att. 176.2 (IX.9) Formiae, 17 March 49. Cicero informed Atticus that Clodia 
exaggerated the number of men with Pompey by at least half. 
243 Brill’s New Pauly does not list her and other sources do not further clarify her identity. 
Her son-in-law was not often mentioned either and neither was his wife which makes tracing 
her parentage difficult. “Clodia” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth 
Schneider (Brill, 2009). Brill Online. University of Calgary. 01 February 2009. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e301690 
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married to P. Cornelius Lentulus Spinther who would divorce her in 45 B.C.E. The 

reason for the divorce is often given as her alleged affair with Tullia’s husband, the 

infamous Dolabella. The two had committed adultery with one another in 47 but 

the divorce did not take place until 45. Adultery may not, therefore, have been the 

reason.244 Regardless, the mother-in-law named Clodia cannot be this Clodia as her 

daughter was married to a different man in 49. This leaves two others. 

Clodia’s younger sister (of the same name) was married to L. Licinius 

Lucullus and they likely married between mid-76 and mid-74 when Lucullus left to 

campaign against Mithridates.245 Lucullus was the son of a Caecilia246 and so 

would have fit nicely into the family tree of the Tribune. Upon Lucullus’ return to 

Rome in 66, he divorced his wife citing adultery and incest with her brother, P. 

Clodius Pulcher.247 Lucullus and Clodia had a daughter, Licinia. Given that 

Lucullus was out of Rome from mid-74 to 66 and that he divorced Clodia soon after 

his return to Rome, Licinia must have been born no later than 73.248 She would be 

approximately twenty-five in 49 and would be the right age to be married to a 

cousin who was Tribune in that year.249 The eldest Clodia was married to Q. 

Marcius Rex; he was not entirely on friendly terms with the Caecilii Metelli but as a 

member of a distinguished plebeian family, a marriage between the two families 
                                       
244 Cic. Att. 232 (XI.23) written from Brundisium on 9 July 47 mentioned problems with 
Dolabella, his nocturnarum expugnationum (“nocturnal housebreaking”), which means 
adultery, and mentioned Metella—the implication was that Dolabella broke into Spinther’s 
house in order to commit adultery with Spinther’s wife, Metella. Also Att. 294 (XII.52), Cicero 
had just heard that Spinther was divorcing Metella (21 May 45) and in 314 (XIII.7), which is 
dated to 10 June 45, Cicero wrote that Spinther was definitely divorcing Metella. Most posit 
that the divorce was due to the adultery but there is a two-year gap that makes this 
uncertain. Wiseman, Cinna the Poet, 182-183 and 188, for adultery of Dolabella with 
Metella. Wiseman also notes in his “Stemma Metellorum” that Clodia’s daughter by Q. 
Metellus Celer, named Metella, was married to P. Lentulus Spinther. 
245 Plut. Luc. 21. For dating this marriage, see Arthur Keaveney, Lucullus: A Life (London: 
Routledge, 1992), 48. 
246 Plut. Luc. 1. 
247 Plut. Luc. 34. A second reason for Lucullus seeking a divorce and accusing Clodius of 
incest is revenge against Clodius for inciting his troops to mutiny. Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 
73. For the mutiny itself and the reasons behind it, see Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 47ff. 
248 Keaveney, Lucullus, 133. Keaveney notes here that we know of Licinia from “the 
inscription [IG III3 no. 4233] on the base of a statue that the Athenians erected in her 
honour in 49. That she and not her husband, who seems to have been one of the Metelli, 
was so honoured looks like a tribute to her late father.” In the note to this (242, n. 15) 
Keaveney cites Wiseman so he must agree that Licinia was married to the Tribune of 49. 
249 If she was born soon after the marriage of her parents, in 75, she would be 26. If her 
mother became pregnant just before Lucullus left Rome, she would be born in early 73 and 
would be 24 in 49.  
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would not have been impossible.250 Again, they could easily have had a daughter in 

the correct age bracket, though none are listed. It is entirely likely, therefore, that 

the Tribune of 49, L. Metellus, was married to a Licinia or a Marcia, both of whom 

would have had a mother named Clodia who would have been of the status of the 

other women leaving Rome at this time.  

The most likely candidate seems to have been Licinia. Treggiari, citing 

Wiseman, has L. Metellus married to Licinia and Wiseman states that L. Metellus 

“followed Pompey to Greece with his mother-in-law Clodia and (probably) his wife 

Licinia, Lucullus’ daughter.”251 If Metellus’ mother-in-law was one of the Clodiae, 

the most likely candidate is Clodia, mother of Licinia, rather than a daughter by Q. 

Marcius Rex as none are listed.252 This is especially interesting considering the 

history shared by Cicero and the three Clodiae stemming from his accusations 

involving their relations with P. Clodius Pulcher, their brother.253 What it shows is 

that invective used in court is simply that and may have had no long term bearing 

on relations between parties (the letters of Cicero regarding one of the Clodia’s 

property also indicates this) when later politics were involved. It also shows that a 

source of gossip was a valid source and Cicero always had his ear out for more 

information.  

Women could also act as intermediaries between their husbands (or for their 

own purposes) and other politically active men. Cornelia, wife of P. Sestius, 

Quaestor of Macedonia in 62, is an example of a wife acting as a political 

intermediary. Sestius had changed his mind about the issue of a successor being 

appointed and had sent his secretary to Cicero. Cicero did not believe the change of 

heart until Sestius’ wife, Cornelia, spoke to Terentia.254 These two wives were 

obviously involved in their husbands’ political lives and acted as go-betweens. As 

                                       
250 The associated stemmata show all Clodiae relations but do not show L. Metellus, tr. pl. 
49, or his wife. See "Caecilius" in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth 
Schneider (Brill, 2009). Brill Online. University of Calgary. 01 February 2009. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e222580  
251 Susan Treggiari, Terentia, Tullia, and Publilia: the Women of Cicero’s Family (London: 
Routledge, 2007), 28 and n. 55. Wiseman, Cinna the Poet, 180. 
252 We cannot, however, discount the possibility that she was an unknown Clodia. However, 
given the close connections between the families, it is probable that Licinia is the unnamed 
wife. 
253 Cic. Mil. 73. L. Lucullus accused Clodius Pulcher of having abominable incest with his 
full sister (eum quem cum sorore germana nefarium stuprum fecisse L. Lucullus…). 
254 Cic. Fam.4.1 (V.6.1) Cicero to P. Sestius, Rome, mid or late December 62. 
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Dixon notes, this is also an example of the “degree of political knowledge expected 

of noble women.”255 Other examples of women who acted as intermediaries or who 

used Cicero as an intermediary between them and their husbands are available. 

Valeria Paulla (Polla) had Cicero pass a letter to her husband who was under siege 

by Antony.256 Postumia (wife of Ser. Sulpicius) wanted Cicero to write her husband 

and invite him to visit Cicero. She also wanted Cicero to convince her husband to 

change his mind about his political decisions.257 Eppuleia, wife of T. Ampius, acted 

in a similar manner to Postumia when she wrote to persuade Cicero to help her and 

her husband.258 

This was not unusual behaviour; that Cicero and other sources report it in a 

matter-of-fact manner supports this. A later example, from out-side Cicero's letters 

but partially contemporary with them, was Fulvia. She also actively campaigned on 

Antony’s behalf when he was in danger of being declared a public enemy in 42. In 

response to this threat, she and Antony’s mother spent all night beseeching 

senators in their homes.259 This behaviour was expected to work—the female 

members of a man’s family could be counted on to act on his behalf with other 

political men.260  

In addition to acting as intermediaries and informants, there are numerous 

other examples of women trying to help or advise their male relatives. Fulvia’s 

involvement in Antony’s attempts to ingratiate himself to the masses following 

                                       
255 See Suzanne Dixon, “A Family Business: Women’s Role in Patronage and Politics at Rome 
80-44 B.C.,” Classica et Mediaevalia 34 (1983): 91-112. 95. 
256 Cic. Fam. 360.1. 
257 Cic. Fam. 151.1, 4 (written in April 49). Postumia was clearly trying to influence her 
husband politically and was using Cicero to do so. See also: Cic. Att. 114.9 (Postumia was 
involved in political intrigue); Cic. Att. 200.3 (Postumia had Cicero invite her husband and 
son over); Cic. Att. 201.4 (Cicero was waiting for Servius because his wife, Postumia, and 
their son had asked him to do so). Servius Sulpicius Rufus and Cicero had been friends for a 
very long time (Everitt, Cicero, 94 and 234) and one can assume that Postumia was in the 
close circle of Cicero’s friends and felt comfortable contacting him. 
258 Cic. Fam. 226.3. 
259 App. B Civ. 3.51. 
260 Octavia is another example of a female acting as an intermediary. In an effort to halt war 
between Antony and Octavian, she won over Agrippa and Maecenas, convinced Octavian to 
renew good relations with her husband, and then gained 1,000 troops for Antony while only 
giving Octavian twenty ships. See Plut. Ant. 35. Whether Octavia was safeguarding her 
husband’s interests or those of her brother, it is clear that a woman could be a successful 
intermediary. 
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Caesar’s assassination was mentioned by Cicero;261 she was undoubtedly politically 

astute and was using her knowledge to help her husband. Porcia (Brutus’ wife), 

Tertulla (Brutus’ half-sister and Cassius’ wife), and Servilia (Brutus’ mother) were 

involved in political meetings following the assassination of Caesar:  

Antium veni ante H. VI. Bruto iucundus noster adventus. Deinde multis 
audientibus, Servilia, Tertulla, Porcia, quaerere quid placeret. 
 
I arrived at Antium before midday. Brutus was glad to see me. Then before a 
large company, including Servilia, Tertulla, and Porcia, he asked me what I 
thought he ought to do.262  

 

Cicero did not seem to find their presence or involvement unusual.  

Cicero himself was influenced greatly by his daughter, Tullia. In telling 

Atticus about a murder trial, he wrote: “nos verbum nullum; verita est enim pusilla, 

quae nunc laborat, ne animum Publi offenderet” (“I said not a word—my little girl, 

who is not very well at present, was afraid it might annoy Publius”).263 Tullia was 

not a “little girl” here—she was approximately twenty-five in 54 and had been 

engaged twice and married at least once. But, she was aware of the criminal 

proceedings in the courts and the political climate and knew that her father might 

annoy Publius Clodius Pulcher and, therefore, hurt himself. She used her influence 

to prevent this. Interestingly, Cicero also regretted when he did not listen to Tullia 

and Terentia. He wrote to Atticus that he lamented not joining Pompey or the 

loyalists rather than staying in Italy: 

non sum, inquam, mihi crede, mentis compos; tantum mihi dedecoris admisisse 
videor. mene non primum cum Pompeio, qualicumque consilio usus <est>, 
deinde cum bonis esse, quamvis causa temere instituta? praesertim cum ii ipsi 
quorum ego causa timidius me fortunae committebam, uxor, filia, Cicerones 
pueri, me illud sequi mallent, hoc turpe et me indignum putarent. nam Quintus 
quidem frater quicquid mihi placeret id rectum se putare aiebat, id animo 
aequissimo sequebatur. 
 
Yes, I give you my word that I am beside myself at the thought of the 
dishonour I feel I have brought upon my head. To think that in the first 
place I am not with Pompey, whatever his mistakes, and in the second that I 
am not with the honest men, never mind how inadvisedly they have 

                                       
261 Cic. Att. 366.1 (XIV.12). For Fulvia’s actions, particularly those at the funeral of Caesar, 
see below, p. 126. 
262 Cic. Att. 389.1 (XV.xi) Antium (?), ca. 7 June 44. For further discussion of this letter and 
Servilia’s involvement, see below, p. 78. 
263 Cic. Att. 90.4 (IV.15) Rome, 27 July 54. 
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managed our cause!—especially as the very ones for whose sake I hesitated 
to take the plunge, I mean my wife and daughter and the two boys, would 
have preferred me to follow the other course and thought this one 
discreditable and unworthy of me. As for my brother Quintus, he told me 
that whatever I thought best had his approval and followed it without 
qualm.264  
 

It is unclear whether Terentia and Tullia had advised him to flee Italy with Pompey 

(though that seems the logical likelihood) but it is obvious that of the two choices 

Cicero thought he had (to go with Pompey or to stay in Italy waiting for Caesar), 

Terentia and Tullia thought going with Pompey the more honourable choice for 

Cicero. What is evident is that Cicero took advice from his daughter and wife and, 

when he did not take their advice, he sometimes regretted it. Their political 

knowledge was not insignificant. 

 

E. Clodia and Cicero 

There are two women in the letters who had particularly wide-sweeping 

political involvement. These are Clodia and Servilia and both deserve to be 

discussed in detail beginning with Clodia. Clodia’s primary interest to Cicero was as 

an informant. Atticus was well known for his bipartisan dinner parties and Clodia 

was often a guest. Cicero was eager for any information she provided at these 

parties. Atticus, as a friend of Cicero’s, would have been known to pass information 

on to him. It is interesting that Clodia, inadvertently or not, provided information to 

her brother’s enemy. She must have known that Atticus would repeat her 

comments to Cicero. This either did not bother her or it suited her purposes to pass 

certain pieces of information on to Cicero. Her reasoning is unknowable but her 

attendance at these parties shows the mixing of non-related men and women in a 

social setting and the usefulness of women in politics.265 

                                       
264 Cic. Att. 172.4 (IX.6) Formiae, 11 March 49. (Shackleton Bailey’s translation). 
265 Cic. Att. 29.1 (II.9) Antium, 16 or 17 (?) April 59: Cicero was waiting for Clodia to tell 
Atticus things about Publius and other matters that he would then tell Cicero. Cic. Att. 30.2 
(II.12) Tres Tabernae, 19 April 59: Publius Clodius had become a plebeian and Cicero was 
outraged; he claimed to get more information from Atticus’ letters than from speaking to 
people. Clodia had clearly been to Atticus’ and told him things. Cic. Att. 34.1 (II.14) Formiae, 
ca. 26 April 59: “How you whet my appetite about your talk with Bibulus, your discussion 
with Ox Eyes, and that apolaustic dinner party too!” Cic. Att. 42.5 (II.22) Rome, August (?) 
59: Clodius was running roughshod over Rome. Pompey had told Cicero that Clodius would 
not do anything against him. Cicero believed that Pompey valued his friendship so much 
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Clodia is also shown as having had (or having been expected to have) 

political influence with her husband’s extended family. In an early letter (mid-

January 62) written to Metellus Celer, Cicero mentioned Clodia, whom he called by 

her then-proper name, Claudia.266 In this letter, Cicero wrote to Metellus Celer, who 

was in Cisalpine Gaul with an army fighting Catiline. It was a response to the 

previous letter to Cicero where Metellus angrily accused Cicero of insulting his 

brother, Metellus Nepos. Cicero tried to explain the context of his problem with 

Metellus’ brother:  

quem ego cum comperissem omnem sui tribunatus conatum in meam perniciem 
parare atque meditari, egi cum Claudia, uxore tua, et cum vestra sorore Mucia, 
cuius erga me studium pro Cn. Pompeii necessitudine multis in rebus 
perspexeram, ut eum ab illa iniuria deterrerent.  
 
When I learned that he was planning and preparing his entire program as 
Tribune with a view to my destruction, I addressed myself to your lady wife 
Claudia and your sister Mucia (her friendly disposition towards me as a 
friend of Gn. Pompeius had been plain to me in many connections) and 
asked them to persuade him to give up his injurious design.267  

 

Although the intervention of the women did not work in this case,268 it is 

obvious that Cicero trusted the women of the family to make sure that Metellus 

changed his politics. He assumed that their influence would be enough and this 

indicates that the same type of political involvement on the part of women likely 

had worked in the past for others. Marilyn B. Skinner is correct in her estimation 

that Cicero saw the two women as surrogates for their absent husbands269 but it is 

evident that they were not seen merely as women who could influence a family 

member but as surrogates for their absent husbands’ power and authority. This 

was the case for other women in Cicero’s letters as well. Women acted on behalf of 

their husbands frequently and not unexpectedly. 

                                       
that he would protect him from Clodius but he also wanted Atticus in Rome to spy for him: 
“if you are here, able as you are to gather from Publius himself through Lady Ox Eyes how 
far they are to be trusted, I shall either escape unpleasantness or at any rate shall know 
where I stand.” He would be wrong on these last items. 
266 Cic. Fam. 2.6 (V.2.6). 
267 Cic. Fam. 2.6 (V.2.6). 
268 Dixon, “A Family Business,” 96. Dixon notes that it did not work but Cicero expected it to 
even with the remoteness of the relationships between Nepos and the two women. 
269 Marilyn B. Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” TAPA 113 (1983), 278. 
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What may be interesting is that in this letter Cicero called Clodia “Claudia.” 

There is nothing to indicate that the spelling of Claudia is an error. We must, 

therefore, accept the reading of “Claudia.”270 The question must remain as to why 

Cicero called Clodia “Claudia” in this one letter. Skinner notes that: “Cicero 

tactfully avoids the vulgar spelling ‘Clodia’—a mark of deference to his 

addressee.”271 Julia Hejduk, after she summarises the arguments related to the 

Claudia/Clodia debate (see more below), concludes that: “Cicero, in writing to the 

husband of Clodia/Claudia, tactfully chooses the spelling that recalls her 

distinguished ancestry rather than her fashionable slumming or her brother’s 

revolutionary leanings.”272 This implies the assumption that it would have been 

correct to refer to Claudia as Clodia at this time. However, given that the letter was 

written by Cicero in mid-January of 62 B.C.E. and Clodius tried to become a 

plebeian only in 60 B.C.E.,273 there was no reason for Cicero not to call Metellus’ 

wife Claudia—neither she nor her brother had officially changed their names. It is 

unlikely that Claudia/Clodia ever officially changed her name and her reasons for 

changing the pronunciation seem uncertain.274 Therefore, the reference to Clodia as 

Claudia may have less to do with respect and more to do with reality. At the time of 

the letter, she was Claudia. 

                                       
270 There is nothing in the manuscripts to indicate that this is an interpolation or an error or 
that there is disagreement in the manuscript tradition over Claudia versus Clodia. Tyrrell’s 
edition, in a note, simply states that Claudia was “the sister of Clodius. She is identified with 
the ‘Lesbia’ of Catullus. She was afterwards suspected of poisoning her husband, Metellus.” 
Tyrrell, 183. Purser’s 1901 OCT has no note on “Claudia” at all indicating that there is no 
manuscript disagreement over the correctness of this spelling. 
271 Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” 278, n. 14. I have not been able to find anything on this in the 
manuscript tradition. Shackleton Bailey simply refers the reader to “Clodia” in the index for 
more letters. Tyrrell and Purser merely note that this Claudia is the sister of Clodius, the 
Lesbia of Catullus’ poems, and “afterwards suspected of poisoning her husband, Metellus.” 
See Robert Yelverton Tyrrell and Loius Claude Purser, The Correspondence of M. Tullius 
Cicero (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1969), 1. 184, n. 6.  
272 Hejduk, Clodia: A Sourcebook, 34, n. 6. 
273 Cic. Letters to Friends, 2 (V.2), ed. and trans. D. R. Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2001), 1: 39. Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 90.  
274 Bauman, Women and Politics, 236, n. 29. Bauman does not focus on this. In a note, he 
writes that: “The spelling ‘Clodia’ reflects P. Clodius’ transfer to the plebeian status. It is 
usually used for this sister as well, though in writing to her husband in 62 Cicero refers to 
her as Claudia.” He then refers the reader to Skinner. Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” 278, n. 14. 
See above, n. 271, for the full quote. Skinner must, therefore, believe that Clodia had 
changed the pronunciation of her name earlier than 62 but without reason. The usual 
assumption, one that is likely correct, is that Clodia’s name signifies agreement with, and 
support of, her brother’s politics. 
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In fact, Cicero did not mention Clodius by name at all before 61. In that 

letter, he did refer to Clodius as Clodius, when he wrote to Atticus to regale him 

with the Bona Dea scandal. Cicero, here, called Clodius “P. Clodium Appi f.” 

(Publius Clodius, son of Appius [Claudius]).275 This letter was written on 1 January 

61 and is the earliest mention of Clodius by Cicero. This was early to be calling him 

Clodius, perhaps. Although Clodius used the plebeian (or low-class276) form of his 

name before his adoption, it is unclear when this usage began277 as the references 

found in Cicero appear to be the earliest. Cicero did not even refer to Clodius by 

name in a letter from June 60. Here, Cicero wrote to Atticus: “Ille autem non 

simulat, sed plane tribunus pl. fieri cupit” or “As for that man [Clodius], he is not 

pretending; he is really set upon becoming Tribune.”278 Clodius served in Sicily in 

61, though he left for his post late in the year (possibly July).279 He had friends (the 

Tribune Herrenius) and family (Metellus Celer) working on his transition to plebeian 

status while he was gone and made his plans to run for Tribune clear when he 

returned.280 This, however, does not account for Cicero calling him Clodius in 

regards to the Bona Dea scandal. There are two possibilities. First, Clodius made 

his desire to become a plebeian public during, or possibly before, the Bona Dea 

affair. The Bona Dea Rites were violated on 4 December 62 but the issue was not 

dealt with until the following year when Q. Cornificius forced the matter to be 

                                       
275 Cic. Att. 12.3 (I.12.3) Cicero to Atticus, Rome, 1 January 61. 
276 Andrew M. Riggsby, “Clodius / Claudius,” Historia 51 (2002): 117-123. Riggsby discusses 
the theories that there was no distinct Patrician/Plebeian split between the Claudii and the 
Clodii and that, rather, it was a pronunciation difference that indicated differences in 
education, wealth, and ultimately social status. The upper classes said “Claudius” and the 
lower classes said “Clodius.” By choosing Clodius as his pronunciation, P. Clodius Pulcher 
illustrated that he was a popularis. That his children did not follow this change shows that it 
was not formal and was easily reversed. For the view that the pronunciation of “o” for “au” 
was the choice of the sophisticated and chic literary set of Rome, as evidenced by Catullus’ 
use of colloquialisms, and that the change to Clodius was a fad as opposed to a political 
statement, see Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 248. 
277 Anthony Everitt, Cicero: A Turbulent Life (London: John Murray Publishers Ltd, 2001), 
112. Everitt mentions that Clodius was actually a Claudian but does not state when the 
usage began. 
278 Cic. Att. 21.5 (II.1.5): Antium (?) ca. June 3 (?) 60. Ille autem non simulat, sed plane 
tribunus pl. fieri cupit. Shackleton Bailey’s translation amended for Clodius=ille. If the 
surrounding context did not make it clear enough, Shackleton Bailey’s translation makes it 
obvious who was meant by inserting Clodius for ille.  
279 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 89-90. 
280 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 96-97. 
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brought before the Senate.281 This places knowledge of the name change at late 62 

through early 61 and would account for Cicero referring to Clodius as Clodius in 

January of 61.282 The second possibility is that the change in pronunciation 

occurred at about the same time as Clodius’ marriage to Fulvia, which brought him 

into contact with three major plebeian families (see the section on Fulvia’s 

marriages below). The chronology is as follows: 

 

Chart 1: Chronology of Clodius’ Name Change 

! January 62: Cicero wrote to Metellus and named his wife as Claudia. 
! 4 December 62: Clodius dressed as a woman and invaded the Bona Dea 

Rites in Caesar’s house. 
! mid-62—early-61: Clodius and Fulvia married (discussed fully below, p. 

111). 
! January 61: Cicero wrote to Atticus and informed him of the Bona Dea 

sacrilege. Cicero referred to Clodius as Clodius. 
! Clodius was brought to trial and was acquitted, likely due to bribery. 
! July 61: Clodius left Rome for Sicily. 
! Late 61: Herennius and Metellus worked in Rome for Clodius to become 

a plebeian. 
! June 60: Clodius returned from Sicily and announced that he would run 

for Tribune. Cicero seemed surprised. 
! 59: Clodius was successfully adopted as a plebeian by P. Fonteius; 

rather than use his adoptive name (P. Fonteius Claudianus/ Clodianus), 

                                       
281 It is unclear why Cornificius (Praetor for 67 or 66) brought this before the Senate. Tatum 
(n. 10) speculates that “It may well be that Cornificius’ action surprised everyone. ” See W. 
Jeffrey Tatum, “Cicero and the Bona Dea Scandal,” Classical Philology 85 (1990): 204. 
Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 71-73. See J. W. Crawford, M. Tullius Cicero: the Fragmentary 
Speeches, 251. Also, 283, n. 48: Cicero’s letter to Atticus from June 60 when he tells Atticus 
that Clodius really would stand for Tribune—Tatum sees this as being “surprise” e.g. that 
Cicero really did not believe it and was surprised that it turned out to be true. Therefore, 
this implies that there could not have been serious talk about it in 62 when he called Clodia 
“Claudia” to her husband.  
282 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 95, citing M. J. Slagter, “Transitio ad Plebem: The Exchange of 
Patrician for Plebeian Status,” (PhD dissertation, Bryn Mawr, 1993), 33ff. See Cic. In P. 
Clodium et Curionem, Fragment 14: Cum se ad plebem transire velle diceret, sed misere 
fretum transire cuperet. = “Although he claimed that he wished to cross over to the plebs, in 
fact he desperately desired to cross over the [Messinian] strait.” Tatum’s translation, 95. 
Crawford notes that this is in reference to Clodius’ plan to be adopted by a plebeian family 
and to his Quaestorship in Sicily by which he would have been able to avoid prosecution on 
the Bona Dea sacrilege. See Cicero, The Fragmentary Speeches, ed. Jane W. Crawford 
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1994), 214 for Latin text and 251 for commentary. Crawford, 227, 
dates this speech to 61. Though it was delivered in the Senate, it was never published by 
Cicero. He refers to portions of it in a letter to Atticus from May 61 (1.16.8) but it was only 
circulated (without Cicero’s consent) in 58 while he was in exile. He was appalled and, in a 
letter to Atticus (3.12.2, 3.15.3) thought it should be called a forgery so as not to harm the 
efforts for his recall. 
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he informally used the plebeian pronunciation of Clodius, though this 
may have pre-dated his adoption.283 

! 58: Clodius served as Tribune of the Plebs. 
 

This makes it unlikely that Cicero, in January 62, was calling Clodia 

“Claudia” out of respect.284 It appears that Clodius had not yet made his plans 

public and that, at the time of writing to Metellus, Claudia was simply her name 

and was not used as a façade for respect. However, it is plausible, given Cicero’s 

surprise over the veracity of Clodius’ plans, that his early reference to Clodius as 

Clodius was intended as insulting or illustrated a change in pronunciation due to 

his political leanings and coinciding with his marriage to Fulvia.285 

The last reference to Clodia that is pertinent to the current discussion is 

from 60. In this letter, Cicero related to Atticus how he had cut Clodius down to 

size in public and reminded everyone of the Bona Dea scandal. Cicero also told 

Atticus about an episode where Clodius mentioned his sister to Cicero when the 

two were talking alone. Clodia, still married to Metellus, a Consul, would not give 

her brother any extra space at the games even though she was allotted more as the 

wife of the Consul. Cicero then made a joke about Clodia and reminded Atticus that 

he could not stand her. He stated that she was arguing with “her man” (cum viro) 

over her relationship with Clodius and Cicero clarified for Atticus that Clodia’s 

“man” was not just her husband, Metellus, but also a man named Fabius, implying 

that they were lovers.286 However, Clodius, in Cicero’s report, did not sound pleased 

with his sister either. This letter appears to show Clodia standing up to her brother 

                                       
283 Karl-Ludwig Elvers writes under “Fonteius” in Brill’s New Pauly that: “In 59, at the age of 
twenty, he [P. Fonteius] adopted P. Clodius [I 4] Pulcher, so that he could join the plebs (Cic. 
Dom. 34-37). Perhaps in 55 mint master and supporter of Caesar (RRC 429, there cognomen 
Capito).” Wolfgang Will, writing on “Clodius” in Brill’s New Pauly, argues that the point of 
adoption was when Clodius began using the plebeian form. The evidence from Cicero's 
letters indicate that Clodius or others had begun using this form several years earlier. 
284 Contra, Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” 278, n. 14. See above, n. 271, for the full quote. 
285 Or as part of his fashionable faddish pronunciation as viewed by Tatum, Patrician 
Tribune, 248. 
286 Cic. Att. 21.5 (II.1) Antium (?), ca. June 3 (?) 60. “‘ea est enim seditiosa, ea cum viro bellum 
gerit’ neque solum cum Metello sed etiam cum Fabio, quod eos +esse in hoc esse+ moleste fert.” 
Shackleton Bailey’s translation: “‘For she’s a shrew, she battles with her man’—and not only 
with Metellus but with Fabius too because he objects to their rascally goings-on.” 
Shackleton Bailey notes, I.131, n. 5, that the line quoted is from “some Latin comedy” and 
that “Fabius (possibly Q. Fabius Maximus Sanga) must have been Clodia’s lover, who like 
her husband disapproved of her relations with Clodius.” 
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and acting independently of him. The alternative view is that Clodius would be least 

likely to complain about his sister to his enemy, Cicero. In that case, this was 

actually an insult to Cicero. Rather than complaining about his sister, Clodius was 

informing Cicero that as the new patron of Sicily, he had so many clients that even 

his sister’s consular seats would not be enough to do them justice. As Cicero 

understood this as an insult, he fell back on a joke about incest.287 This seems to 

be unmistakable. However, it does not appear that Clodia was on Clodius’ side in 

all matters. Clodia was clever and politically aware. She passed information to 

Atticus.288 Did she know it would be passed on to Cicero? Given the friendship 

between the two men, how could she not? It is impossible to know her motivation 

and whether she was acting for her own unknown and unknowable reasons or if 

she was always the champion of her brother. Regardless of motivation, it is 

apparent that Clodia was involved in politics and that this was not considered 

unusual by anyone concerned. 

 

F. Servilia and Cicero 

The last example of a politically active woman is Servilia, mistress and friend 

of Caesar and mother of Brutus, Caesar’s assassin. In Cicero’s letters, she appears 

as an important figure in late-Republican politics, especially on behalf of her son in 

the wake of Caesar’s death. As already noted, Cicero was always keen to know her 

whereabouts and what she was doing. He also remarked repeatedly on her 

involvement in the settlement between the conspirators/liberators and Rome (or the 

Caesarians) following Caesar’s death. Though he may not always have agreed with 

                                       
287 Skinner, “Clodia Metelli,” 278-279. 
288 Cic. Att. 29 (II.9) written to Atticus in April of 59. Cicero wrote that he was waiting for the 
news that Clodia had promised to give Atticus about Clodius. It seems unlikely that Clodia 
would not have known that Atticus and Cicero shared information. This raises the question 
of genuine information versus false information and the trustworthiness of any information 
Clodia passed. Cicero seems to have trusted her as a source. Cic. Att. 34 (II.14) written 26 
April 59: Cicero wrote that he was impatient to hear what Clodia had said at a dinner party 
with Atticus. Cic. Att. 42 (II.22): in this letter, written to Atticus in August of 59, Cicero was 
quite concerned about Clodius’ actions and desired Atticus to return to Rome so that he 
could gather information from Clodia about her brother’s intentions. This implies that Cicero 
viewed Clodia as a reliable source.  
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her, Cicero did not find her involvement, or that of the other women in her extended 

family, in key political meetings to be unusual (see above, p. 70).289  

Servilia also acted as an intermediary and Bauman points out that she was 

central to Cicero’s connection to Brutus and Caesar. As Bauman notes, Cicero’s 

concern over Servilia’s whereabouts was related to his desire to meet with Caesar. 

Servilia must, therefore, have known Caesar’s travel plans and have been in contact 

with him and this certainly was, as Bauman notes:  

the tip of the iceberg. It points tantalizingly to a mass of negotiations in 
which Servilia acted as an intermediary and, we may well suppose, as the 
confidante of both Caesar and leading personalities like Cicero. But we 
cannot even guess which of the innumerable issues of the time were handled 
by Servilia.290  
 

Servilia’s involvement went beyond merely attending meetings or supplying  

information. She was integrally involved in political plans. She felt free to interject 

her opinion and to cut Cicero down to size. Cicero wrote to Atticus that he had been 

in the midst of explaining what he thought Brutus and Cassius ought to do when 

Servilia, whom he called “tua familiaris” or “your friend” interrupted him:  

exclamat tua familiaris, ‘Hoc vero neminem umquam audivi!’ Ego <me> 
repressi. Sed et Cassius mihi videbatur iturus (etenim Servilia pollicebatur se 
curaturam ut illa frumenti curatio de senatus consulto tolleretur) et noster 
Brutus cito deiectus est de illo inani sermone <quo se Romae> velle esse 
dixerat. 
 
your lady friend exclaimed “Well, upon my word! I never heard the like!” I 
held my tongue. Anyway it looked to me as though Cassius would go 
(Servilia undertook to get the corn [grain] commission removed from the 
decree), and our friend Brutus was soon persuaded to drop his empty talk 
about wanting to be in Rome.291  

                                       
289 Cic. Att. 389.1 (XV.11) Antium (?), ca. 7 June 44. 
290 Bauman, 73. 
291 Cic. Att. 389.2 (XV.11) Antium (?), ca. 7 June 44. Shackleton Bailey, introduction to 
Letters to Atticus, I.22. Shackleton Bailey notes that the manuscripts for Cicero’s letters to 
Atticus are corrupt and late with worsening corruption as the series progresses. This letter 
is corrupt but Shackleton Bailey’s interpretation of Servilia interrupting Cicero is the 
accepted one. See Robert Yelverton Tyrrell and Loius Claude Purser, The Correspondence of 
M. Tullius Cicero (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1969), 5: 334. In a note to this passage, 
Tyrrell and Purser explain that: “This passage can be taken in either of two ways. It may be 
that Cicero interrupted Servilia before she said something like tam libere in filium meum 
ingerentem. Servilia must have heard ea quae cotidie omenes (sc. dicebant): so that dicentem 
is not sufficient….Hence we can take repressi to mean ‘I interrupted her.’ But it may also be 
taken as meaning ‘I suppressed what I was going to add,’ ‘I checked myself.’” They go on to 
say that if it is the latter, then Servilia is the one who interrupted with the implication of 
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Not only did Servilia feel confidant enough to interrupt Cicero—no easy task, 

to be sure—but she had enough political influence of her own to get a grain 

commission removed from a senatorial decree because her son-in-law Cassius was 

not interested in having it. This is not the only mention of this. In a letter dated a 

few days later, Cicero explains to Atticus that: “Cassius frumentariam rem 

aspernabatur; eam Servilia sublaturam ex senatus consulto se esse dicebat” 

(“Cassius scorned the corn job [grain commission] and Servilia said she would get it 

removed from the decree”).292 Shackleton Bailey assumes she would do this 

through her contacts with Caesar’s friends but states “some irregularity would 

seem involved since (if Balbus was right; cf. 387 (XV.9).I) the decree was passed on 

the 5th.”293 He does not posit a theory as to what she could do after the fact to fix 

things. Apparently, she could do a great deal, if she could influence enough key 

members of the senate (chiefly her Caesarian son-in-law, Lepidus294) to change a 

key portion of the proposal designed to ensure peace in Rome. The fact that her 

actions were based on her desire to protect and enhance her family is 

indisputable.295 The fact that she was able to do so in a forceful and relatively 

public manner—to say that she was going to accomplish something and then do 

it—is worth more comment than it has received.  

Was Servilia unique? It seems unlikely. It is highly probable that women 

were involved on the other side of this political issue as well. Fulvia cannot have 

been either absent from or silent at the meetings of Antony and the other 

                                       
offense: “Well, on this I never heard anyone [perhaps she intended to imply ‘speak so 
offensively’].” This is the interpretation that Tyrrell and Purser have taken and it is also 
clearly the interpretation that Shackleton Bailey has adopted. It makes perfect sense for the 
people and the context. Bauman (p. 74) also agrees that it was Servilia who interrupted 
Cicero. This is the standard interpretation at this point but it must be acknowledged that 
the manuscripts for this letter are corrupt and difficult as Tyrrell and Purser make clear and 
as Shackleton Bailey has also discussed. In his earlier discussion of this letter, Shackleton 
Bailey had no additional comments to clarify this issue. Shackleton Bailey, ed., Letters to 
Atticus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967), 6: 98. 
292 Cic. Att. 390.1 (XV.12) Astura (?), ca. 10 June 44.  
293 Shackleton Bailey, Cicero’s Letters to Atticus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1967), 6: 259. 
294 Elaine Fantham et al., Women in the Classical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1994), 272. 
295 Bauman, 76 and Suzanne Dixon, “A Family Business: Women’s Role in Patronage and 
Politics at Rome 80-44 B.C.,” Classica et Mediaevalia 34 (1983): 109. 
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Caesarians, such as Octavian. Other women were also likely present and vocal. 

Eleanor G. Huzar makes a convincing argument: 

In the chaotic struggle for power after Caesar’s murder, Antony was at 
his most statesmanlike and effective: winning allies, compromising with 
enemies, stabilizing the state, and always drawing more real power into 
his own hand. The sources do not describe Fulvia’s role; but they show 
Servilia and Porcia dominating the conferences of the assassins; and 
Fulvia must have been equally active among the Caesarians. Antony had 
intelligence, courage, and readiness to act under fire. But political 
manipulation, guile, complex planning, and insatiable ambition were not 
his natural skills. Now he displayed them as never before and rarely 
later. One senses Fulvia as the Grey Eminence. 296 

 

That no sources record Fulvia’s actions at this time relates only to the lack of a 

complete record—not her lack of action; the record of the Conspirators’ meetings 

only survives because Cicero was there and wrote letters. This was not the case, 

obviously, for the meetings of Antony and Octavian. Cicero’s lack of surprise at 

Servilia’s (and Porcia’s, to a lesser extent) presence, actions, and degree of 

authority, however much these annoyed him, illustrate the extent to which women 

were included and active. The same must be true for Fulvia and the Caesarians. 

Servilia’s influence is visible at other levels as well.297 She was involved in 

meetings to save her son even before he had killed Caesar. For example, Vettius 

implicated Brutus in a plot one day and, the next, made no mention of him. Cicero 

states that “ut appareret noctem et nocturnam deprecationem intercessisse” (“it was 

well seen that a night had intervened and that certain intercessions had taken 

place in the hours of darkness”).298 Shackleton Bailey, in a note to this passage, 

                                       
296 Eleanor G. Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” The Classical Journal 81 (1985 - 
1986): 100. 
297 Cic. Att. 394.2 (XV.17) Astura, 14 June 44: “tu vero facies ut omnia quod Serviliae non 
de<e>s, id est Bruto.” = “It’s just like you [Atticus] not to fail Servilia, which is to say Brutus.” 
Shackleton Bailey, 261, n. 8: “Perhaps Servilia had asked Atticus to help in arranging her 
son’s games (see Letter 395.2).” Att. 401: Servilia informed a courier from Cicero that Brutus 
had left so he turned back. Att. 388: Brutus followed his mother’s political advice. Cic. Fam. 
367.1 (XII.7) Cicero to Cassius, Rome, end of Feb 43: Cicero gave a speech in the Senate in 
favour of Cassius and tried to get a motion passed for him but Pansa blocked it: “id velim 
mihi ignoscas quod invita socru tua fecerim. mulier timida verebatur ne Pansae animus 
offenderetur.” = “I hope you will forgive me for doing this against your mother-in-law’s 
wishes. She is a nervous lady, and was afraid Pansa might take umbrage.” For more on 
Vibius Pansa, a Caesarian and Consul-elect for 43, see Syme, Roman Revolution, 71, 100. 
298 Cic. Att. 44.3 (II.24). This is the same Lucius Vettius who had accused Caesar of being 
involved in Catiline’s Conspiracy. Caesar had him beaten and thrown in prison. Adrian 
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mentions that Servilia was “reputed to be Caesar’s mistress” with the implication 

that Servilia asked Caesar to intervene on Brutus’ behalf due to their connection.299 

However, the “certain intercessions” that took place during the night may have had 

little to do with sexual affairs and favours. In either case, Servilia was using her 

influence, whether political or personal, to shape a political event. Servilia 

continued to be of interest to Cicero and to be an important player on the political 

scene. Cicero bragged to Atticus that, although Atticus might not have possessed 

current information about Brutus, Cicero did because he had been in contact with 

Servilia: 

de Bruto te nihil scire dicis, sed Servilia venisse M. Scaptium eumque non 
‡qua‡ pompa, ad se tamen clam venturum sciturumque me omnia; quae ego 
statim. interea narrat eadem Bassi servum venisse qui nuntiaret legiones 
Alexandrinas in armis esse, Bassum arcessi, Cassium exspectari. quid 
quaeris? videtur res publica ius suum recuperatura. 
 
You say you know nothing about Brutus, but Servilia informs me that M. 
Scaptius has arrived, not indeed in his old grand style, but that he will visit 
her privately and I shall know everything—I’ll pass it on at once. Meanwhile, 
the same lady reports the advent of a slave of Bassus’ with news that the 
legions at Alexandria are up in arms, Bassus summoned, Cassius expected. 
All in all, it looks as though the Republic may come back into her own.300 

 
Her importance to the political climate of Rome is made very clear by passages such 

as this. 

What this shows is that women were integrally involved in the political 

scene. They acted in a number of roles. They could use their influence on their own 

male relatives (fathers, sons, husbands) but also on non-related men (Cicero). They 

acted as intermediaries and passed vital information (or misinformation, whether 

by accident or with intent) to men. They also had influence on legislation, as 

Servilia’s actions show. What is the most interesting, as in all cases in this section, 

is Cicero’s lack of surprise. These women were politically active and Cicero did not 

                                       
Goldsworthy, Caesar: Life of a Colossus (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006), 145 
and 179-180. 
299 Shackleton Bailey, Att. I.214, n. 2. 
300 Cic. Att. 416.4 (XV.13) Puteoli, 25 October 44. 
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think this was unusual.301 Rather, what appears to be the case is that it was 

actually quite usual, as Dixon writes: 

for men to impart political information to their wives and to expect them to 
assess its significance. This suggests a level of regular, near-equal 
discussion between spouses and close connexions rather than any firmly 
rooted view that politics was not a proper sphere of feminine knowledge.302 

 

The epitaphs will provide a valuable comparison for the view illustrated fully in 

Cicero’s letters: the overarching concern of Romans in the portrayal of legal wives 

was not with domestic concerns but with the lived reality of women which involved 

a greater role in public matters, whatever impact those might have on the private or 

domestic sphere, and a partnership between the husband and wife as they worked 

toward similar goals. While political activity is absent from the epitaphs, the active 

partnership and friendship of spouses is highlighted in that source as well.303  

 

G. “Hearth and Home” 

The previous sections discussed the portrayal of married upper-class women 

in their day-to-day activities outside the home. Although these women were all 

married (or had been married at some point), they were clearly involved in activities 

outside the traditional concerns of the house and home, though their public 

activities may have involved private concerns. Women in Cicero’s letters were also 

involved in the formation of marital alliances. This would seem, at first glance, to 

cement them into the traditional sphere of influence for a Roman woman as past 

scholars have argued.304 Upon a re-examination of the letters, however, it becomes 

                                       
301 Dixon, “A Family Business,” 97. Dixon notes that: “There is no reason to suppose that 
Cicero’s assumption that women could affect the course of politics was idiosyncratic. Since 
he was not composing history he was able to include, casually and incidentally, information 
about the changes in alignment and the ways in which they were effected, the political 
bargaining and the tentative moves and hints from principals to intermediaries.” I concur. 
302 Dixon, “A Family Business,” 97. 
303 Contra: Cluett, “Roman Women,” 78. Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 229-61. Carp, “Two 
Matrons,” 195. See also Carp, “Two Matrons,” 198. Carp contradicts herself three pages later 
when she claims that Terentia and Tullia and other women “did not radically exceed the 
traditional expectations of women of their class and time. Their concerns were still primarily 
those of hearth and home. Their independence was exerted in those areas and threatened 
neither the overall function of their households nor the larger social order; their choices and 
activities remained largely circumscribed.” For the view of wives as interested in traditional 
pastimes, see Chapter 1. 
304 Carp, “Two Matrons,” 198.  
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apparent that, although women in Cicero’s letters were involved in the traditionally 

female role of “match-maker” and with the traditional female concern of marriage 

prospects, they went about it with motives not previously ascribed to them.305 

Similarly, the lack of reaction to these activities in the letters suggests their 

normality. 

There are two letters that show Caerellia’s interest in matchmaking and, 

specifically, in Cicero’s marriage prospects. Both of these letters were in reference to 

Cicero’s marriage to Publilia and were written as the marriage was breaking down. 

It emerges that Caerellia was acting as an intermediary in an attempt to reconcile 

the pair.306 Cicero wrote to Atticus: 

 
Publi<li>us tecum tricatus est. huc enim Caerellia missa ab istis est legata ad 
me; cui facile persuasi mihi id quod rogaret ne licere quidem, non modo non 
libere. 
 
Publilius has been shuffling with you. They sent Caerellia to me here as 
their envoy. I soon made her see that what she asked was not possible for 
me, let alone agreeable.307  

 
Though vague, the idea that this was related to Cicero’s impending divorce from 

Publilia and that Publilius, her uncle or her brother, had sent Caerellia to Cicero is 

plausible. This also seems to be the case with the second letter where Cicero hoped 

that he had quashed Caerellia’s questions: 

Caerelliae vero facile satis feci; nec valde laborare mihi visa est, et si illa, ego 
certe non laborarem. 
 
I satisfied Caerellia quite easily. She did not strike me as over-much 
concerned, and if she had been, I certainly should not.308 

  
What this shows is that Caerellia, a necessaria of Cicero, was trusted enough to act 

as a go-between—but for his soon-to-be ex-wife’s family. Why would Publilia and 

her family trust Caerellia, a necessaria of Cicero? The possibility exists that 

                                       
305 Carp, “Two Matrons.” 
306 See Shackleton Bailey’s note to this effect. Shackleton Bailey, Letters to Atticus IV. Letter 
372, 200, n. 5. 
307 Cic. Att. 372.4 (XIV.19) Pompeii, 8 May 44. 
308 Cic. Att. 377.4 (XV.1) Puteoli, 17 May 44. Shackleton Bailey’s emphasis to translation. 
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Caerellia was related to Publilia.309 If this was so, then she either became Cicero’s 

necessaria through marriage or she was Cicero’s necessaria already and this would 

explain how he met Publilia’s father and became Publilia’s tutor (“aunt” Caerellia 

introduced them all and therefore had a stake in the marriage continuing). This 

would account for her interest both in Cicero’s marriage prospects and in saving 

the doomed marriage. It would also account for why Cicero would talk to her about 

the matter. This could also be used as evidence for their closeness in financial 

matters—she was a relative through marriage—and would explain why Atticus’ 

copyist thought it would be permissible to give her an early copy of Cicero’s work. If 

she were a relative by marriage, one might expect Cicero to call her his adfinis 

rather than his necessaria but that may not be pertinent as necessaria could also 

mean a female relative. However, the above speculation is just that—speculation. 

Nowhere does Cicero refer to Caerellia as a relative of Publilia. The appearance of 

Caerellia in the letters overlapping with Cicero’s marriage to Publilia may be a 

temporal coincidence. We simply cannot know how Caerellia and Cicero were 

connected. If she was not a relative, then this is evidence for the interest of non-

related people in the marriage choices of friends and acquaintances (indicated, as 

will be shown below, by the number of non-related people involved in finding a 

spouse for Tullia). As we shall see, relative or not, this type of forward and 

independent action on the part of women with regards to marriage was not unusual 

in Cicero’s letters or, indeed, in his own family. 

Other examples of marriage-minded women also exist in Cicero’s letters: 

Tutia, for example, had made enquires for herself regarding marriage to Quintus 

junior. Cicero’s brother had asked him about Tutia as a potential bride for Quintus 

junior and Cicero wrote to Atticus: 

ait hic sibi Tutiam ferre; constitutum enim esse discidium. quaesivit ex me pater 
qualis esset fama. dixi nihil sane me audisse (nesciebam enim cur quaereret) 
nisi de ore et patre. ‘sed quorsus?’ inquam. at ille filium velle. tum ego, etsi 

!"#$%&''()*+, tamen negavi putare me illa esse vera. ,-./01 ‡hoc est enim‡ 

huic nostro nihil praebere, illa autem ‘.2 /345 '.6'..’ ego tamen suspicor 
hunc, ut solet, alucinari. sed velim quaeras (facile autem potes) et me certiorem. 
 

                                       
309 Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta, 257, n. 171. Hemelrijk agrees with my assessment of Austin’s 
article—it is definitely “somewhat speculative.” Hemelrijk puts forth that Caerellia may be a 
necessaria (friend of the family or family member) of the Publilii because Cicero does not 
mention her before 46 B.C.E., the year of his marriage to Publilia.  
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He says that Tutia is making him proposals, the divorce having been settled. 
His father asked me what sort of a reputation she has. I said, not knowing 
why he asked, that I had heard nothing in particular against her except 
about her oral habits and her father. ‘But why?’ He answered that his son 
wanted to marry her. On that, disgusted as I was, I said I did not believe the 
stories. His aim in view is to avoid having to give our young man a penny; as 
for the lady, she is not worried. However I suspect he’s romancing as usual. 
But you might make enquiries, as you easily can, and let me know.310 
 

The remarkable portion of this passage is that Tutia was in the midst of a divorce (it 

had been settled) and that she felt free to seek her own new husband. It also is 

worth noting that Cicero did not seem shocked by Tutia’s forwardness in 

approaching Quintus herself.311 It may have been quite acceptable for a young 

divorcée to make her own overtures. 

In the last example, the role of women will be evident and their views of 

potential husbands were viewed as relevant enough to pass the information on to 

Atticus. Atticus, at that time, was seeking a fiancé for his daughter.312 A man 

named Talna was on the list. Cicero had heard rumours about him and passed 

them on to Atticus: 

 
cum quasi alias res quaererem de philologis e Nicia, incidimus in Talnam. ille 
de ingenio nihil nimis, modestum et frugi. sed hoc mihi non placuit: se scire 
aiebat ab eo nuper petitam Cornificiam, Q. filiam, vetulam sane et multarum 
nuptiarum; non esse probatum mulieribus, quod ita reperirent, rem non 
maiorem DCCC. hoc putavi te scire oportere. 
 
In an ostensibly random literary conversation with Nicias Talna’s name 
cropped up. He described him as a well conducted, respectable young man 
of no exceptional abilities. But there was one thing I didn’t like. He said that 
to his knowledge Talna had recently proposed to Cornificia, Quintus’ 
daughter, a much married old lady, and that the womenfolk had turned him 
down because they found he was worth no more than 800,000. I thought 
you ought to know.313 
 

Women were involved in decisions of whom to marry and there were numerous 

considerations. Here it was money and the lack of it (the upper-class Roman 

                                       
310 Cic. Att. 408.2 (XV.29) Formiae, 6 July 44. Some manuscripts have “Iuliam.” See 
Shackleton Bailey, IV. 304, n. 4. 
311 For the view that Cicero was shocked by Tutia’s behaviour, see Treggiari, Terentia, 92. 
312 Shackleton Bailey, Cic. Att. 299.4 (XIII.28), 33, n. 3: “Evidently in consideration as a 
possible fiancé for Atticus’ daughter. He was the son of a friend of Cicero’s (Letter 327.4).” 
313 Cic. Att. 299.4 (XIII.28) Tusculum, 26 May 45. 
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women of Cicero’s circle, apparently, did not wish to be married for their money or 

to marry a man with no prospects) but, as we will see below, politics were also a 

consideration. The ladies of the family, not the men, must have investigated Talna 

on some level or had informants who advised them of his true situation; it is 

unlikely that they would not know the financial situation of a potential suitor.314 

Again, there was no mention of a male figure—the women rejected Talna, not the 

men. What this indicates is that some women, in this case obviously upper-class 

women, were greatly involved when it came to the marriage market in Rome and 

were decision-makers. These women ferreted out information that they then used to 

pass judgement on suitors; they did this without visible male involvement. This 

seems, on the surface, to involve them in the traditional pursuits of women but, 

below the surface, particularly in the examples discussed below, it shows that their 

concerns went beyond mere matchmaking. 

 

2. The Concerns of Marriage Minded Women: Tullia versus Fulvia 

In order to further the argument that the concerns of upper-class Roman 

women in choosing a husband were wide-ranging, Tullia’s marriage to Dolabella will 

be analysed and compared to Fulvia’s marriages. Tullia and Fulvia were 

contemporaries; they were born within a few years of each other and their lives 

followed a similar pattern of marriage and remarriage. Yet, Fulvia and Tullia are not 

often compared. On the one hand, Fulvia is one of the best-known Roman women 

from the late Republic and her influence, particularly in association with Marcus 

Antonius, her third husband, is well known.315 Tullia, on the other hand, is not 

                                       
314 For more on the choice of a spouse, and the desirability of wealth in a husband, see 
Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 84ff. In the case of Talna, Cicero warns Atticus about Talna’s 
lack of resources and Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 99-100, see this as showing the care a 
father took in investigating potential suitors. Treggiari notes that we cannot know how 
Cornificia and her mother came by their information. However, the fact that it was the 
women in Cornificia’s family who found out about his status and rejected him should also 
not be overlooked.  
315 Fulvia has been studied much more frequently and thoroughly than either Tullia or 
Terentia. She is most often compared to Octavia, as she was in the ancient sources (e.g. 
Plutarch) and work on her is continually forthcoming. For Fulvia, see, for example: Charles 
L. Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” The American Journal of Philology, 86 (1965): 1-32. 
Richard A. Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome (London: Routledge, 1992). Ronald 
G. Cluett, “Roman Women and Triumviral Politics, 43-37 B.C.,” Echos du Monde Classique/ 
Classical Views 42, n.s. 17 (1998): 67-84. Diana Delia, “Fulvia Reconsidered” in Women’s 
History and Ancient History, ed. Sarah B. Pomeroy (Chapel Hill: The University of North 
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often considered to have been politically active or influential outside of a few 

references related to her personal relationship with her father and she has not been 

studied as often as Fulvia.316 The voice of Cicero also plays a part in this 

dichotomy. His Philippics completely vilified Fulvia as the antithesis of the proper 

Roman woman; this characterisation hardly changed with post-Augustan 

portrayals of Fulvia.317 In his letters, however, Cicero presents Tullia as a very 

dutiful, loving, and beloved daughter. On closer examination, it appears that Tullia 

and Fulvia were not so disparate in their interests and influences. The evidence for 

this can be found through an examination of their marriages where their choices 

and actions betray wider concerns. The result of this chronological and context-

based speculation is to demonstrate the degree to which politics may have 

influenced the choice of a spouse. 

 

                                       
Carolina Press, 1991), 197-217. Suzanne Dixon, “A Family Business: Women’s Role in 
Patronage and Politics at Rome 80-44 B.C.,” Classica et Mediaevalia 34 (1983): 91-112. 
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A. Tullia’s Marriage to Dolabella 

The engagement of Tullia to Dolabella is well known for illustrating the 

autonomy of Terentia and Tullia while Cicero was away from Rome; Tullia’s two 

earlier marriages do not show this autonomy.318 It is likely that Terentia was 

involved and, perhaps to a lesser extent, Tullia as well. The evidence is simply 

lacking. As Dixon points out, fathers were often absent (away on military or political 

duties) during their daughters’ marriageable years so Cicero’s absence was not 

unusual and cannot have been the reason for Terentia’s and Tullia’s involvement in 

the third engagement. Dixon believes this situation was likely the same for other 

families of the republic and was not an exception, “rather, it is the degree of 

documentation which is exceptional.”319 While the agency of fathers and potential 

husbands is often discussed, women played a very active role in marriage choices 

with underlying reasons that did not always correspond to those of the males 

around them.320 

Tullia’s third husband, Dolabella, was not Cicero’s choice and was, in fact, 

an embarrassing choice given that Cicero was currying favour with Appius 

Claudius, whom Dolabella was prosecuting. Why, then, did Terentia and Tullia 

choose him? The standard answer, that he was charming,321 is unsatisfactory. The 

primary reason appears to have been political expediency and this was likely the 

reality for the marriages of many upper-class Roman women. The timing of the 

letters supports this. What this episode illustrates is the degree of autonomy, 

political awareness, and activism open to upper-class Roman women, particularly 

when it came to marriage thus making their involvement in the marriage market 

less traditional. It is unlikely that “neither woman [Terentia and Tullia] took into 
                                       
318 For discussion of Tullia’s second marriage to Crassipes and whether it actually took 
place, see Treggiari, Terentia, 75-76 and Patricia A. Clark, “Tullia and Crassipes,” Phoenix 45 
(1991): 28-38. 
319 Dixon, “A Family Business,” 106. 
320 Treggiari, “Chapter 4: From Negotiation to Engagement” in Roman Marriage, 125ff. 
321 Treggiari, Terentia, 92-93. In opposition to Treggiari’s view that this and other marriages 
were based on emotional considerations, see John H. Collins, “Tullia’s Engagement and 
Marriage to Dolabella,” The Classical Journal 47 (1952): 164-168 and 186. 164. “The modern 
feeling of romantic love, with its glorification of individual choice, was rarely a basis for 
marriage among the ancients. In the higher circles of Roman society, marriage was quite 
coolly considered as means to end. The begetting of children, the strengthening of political 
alliances, and the bolstering of the family position were the main objects sought. For a 
modern analogy, we shall do best to think of the marriage politics of the great royal houses 
of Europe in the 17th and 18th centuries.” 
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consideration the fact that Cicero would be politically compromised.”322 They were 

not so unaware; the elements of political awareness and activism that both women 

show in Tullia’s third marriage are unmistakable and make it clear that private 

domestic considerations were not the primary reason for choosing a spouse. 

As the chart, below, shows, both women were born within a few years of 

each other and married for the first time, likely, at a similar age. Both were 

widowed while in their early twenties and remarried approximately one year later. 

These second marriages also ended, one in divorce and one in death, and were 

followed again by remarriage. Each woman’s life followed a similar path of marriage 

and remarriage but this simple chronology does not explain everything. 

 

Chart 2: A Chronological Comparison of Tullia and Fulvia323 

Tullia Fulvia 

! 79-78: Birth of Tullia ! 77: Birth of Fulvia 
! 63: Married to C. Calpurnius 

Piso Frugi (age 15-16) 
! 62: Married to P. Clodius Pulcher 

(age 15) 
! 57: Widowed at age 21-22 ! 52: Widowed at age 25 
! 56: Engaged and Married to 

Furius Crassipes (age 22-23) 
! 52-51: Married to C. Scribonius 

Curio (age 25-26) 
! 50: Married to P. Cornelius 

Lentulus Dolabella (age 28-29) 
! 49: Widowed at age 28 

! 46: Divorced from Dolabella 
! 47-46: Married to M. Antonius (age 

30-31) 
! 45: Died at age 33-34 ! 40: Died at age 37 

 

At the time of Tullia’s third engagement, Cicero was in Cilicia as governor. It 

took approximately three months for letters to be sent back and forth between 

Cicero and Rome; this would suggest that any news either side received would be at 

least six to eight weeks old.324 This would have been quite a time lag. By putting the 

letters in chronological order, both the Letters to His Friends and the Letters to 

Atticus, an interesting pattern emerges. In order to show this, a detailed 

chronological breakdown of Tullia’s life as known from Cicero’s letters will be 

presented first. This chronology is augmented with speculation as to specific dates 

                                       
322 Carp, “Two Matrons,” 196. 
323 References for information given in the table can be found in the text below. 
324 Treggiari, Terentia, 86. John H. Collins, “Tullia’s Engagement,” 167.  
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and events through a process of reconstruction. Following this chronology, an in-

depth discussion of the various points will fully explain the time-line leading up to 

Tullia’s third marriage and the potential for political activism inherent in her 

decision to marry P. Cornelius Lentulus Dolabella (who would be Tribune of the 

Plebeians in 47).  

In demonstrating the political concerns of women in Rome in choosing a 

spouse, it is necessary to examine several seemingly tangential areas. For the 

context of Tullia’s marriage to Dolabella, it is essential to understand several 

factors: her first two marriages, on which we have little information; the political 

climate in Rome at the time of her third marriage; Dolabella’s relation to the 

Caesarian “party;” and Caelius’ role as an intermediary, which is connected to his 

friendships with both Dolabella and Cicero and which may have been connected to 

his own move to support Caesar. The timing of these events all coincide to create a 

chronological portrait of people with ties to Cicero choosing to change their 

allegiance to Caesar. Among these people were Tullia and Terentia. What follows, is 

a cumulative and speculative discussion but the temporal considerations lend 

weight to the theory that Tullia and Terentia were acting politically as they already 

had in the past.325 By comparing the marital activities of Tullia to those of Fulvia, 

who is usually acknowledged as politically active in her own right, we will see that 

Tullia’s behaviour was likely also political in nature. 

 

Chart 3: Tullia’s Life 

! c. 79/78: Born to Terentia and M. Tullius Cicero. 
! 67: Tullia was 12 or 13 years old and was betrothed to C. Calpurnius Piso Frugi 

(Quaestor in 58).326 

                                       
325 For Tullia’s and Terentia’s political influence with Cicero, see above, p. 70-71. In letters 
from exile, Cicero commonly asked Terentia to work for his return. She was politically active 
in the past and, likely, remained so. 
326 Cic. Att. 1.3/8.3. end of 67. Contra Clark, “Tullia and Crassipes,” 28. Clark places the 
engagement to Piso Frugi in 67 and has Tullia as 8 or 9 years old. This would give her a 
birth date of 75-76 rather than 78-79. The matter is subject to debate. Treggiari, Terentia, in 
the stemmata has Tullia’s birth as 78 (?). Clark’s date puts Tullia as a very young 12-13 
when she married. This is not impossible but is less likely. Cf. Brent D. Shaw, “The Age of 
Roman Girls at Marriage: Some Reconsiderations,” JRS 77 (1987): 30-46. Shaw has 
illustrated that the average age of marriage was likely in the late teens rather than the legal 
minimum of 12, though the upper classes and, especially, the imperial family, sometimes 
had girls who married quite young. Thus, it seems that for Tullia, an age at first marriage of 
15 is more likely though 12-14 is not implausible. 
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! 63: Tullia married Piso at age 15-16. 
! 57: Piso died (exact date unknown) and Tullia was a widow at age 21-22; ten 

months of mourning appears to have been standard before remarriage.327 

                                       
327 This study follows the accepted (but not uncontroversial) idea that most women would 
not have remarried within ten months of the death of a husband. The original source of the 
ten-month period seems to be Ovid (Ov. Fast. I.33-36) and Dig. 38.16.3.11: Post decem 
menses mortis natus non admittetur ad legitimam hereditatem. = “A person born more than 
ten months after the death will not be admitted in the case of an intestacy.” Watson’s 
translation, Metzger has no corrections listed. Other scholars follow the Digest in this 
understanding of pregnancy and mourning periods. Judith Evans-Grubbs, Women and the 
Law in the Roman Empire, 220-221, cites Dig. 3.2.11 (Ulpian) on forbidding remarriage 
“within the legal time limit” on account of confusion over paternity if a child is born (turbatio 
sanguinis). Dig. 3.2.11.1-2 reads: Etsi talis sit maritus, quem more maiorum lugeri non oportet, 
non posse eam nuptum intra legitimum tempus collocari: praetor enim ad id tempus se rettulit, 
quo uir elugeretur: qui solet elugeri propter turbationem sanguinis. Pomponius eam, quae intra 
legitimum tempus partum ediderit, putat statim posse nuptiis se collocare: quod uerum puto. = 
“Even if the husband is the sort of man ancestral usage requires no mourning for, his wife 
cannot be given in marriage within the statutory time; for because of confusion over 
parentage the praetor stuck to the time during which a husband would ordinarily be 
mourned. 2. Pomponius is of the opinion that a woman who has given birth within the 
statutory time can marry immediately, and I think this is right.” Watson’s translation. This 
text does not state that the period was ten months but Evans-Grubbs notes that it was. 
Metzger has no correction to 3.2.11. Though the text of this law is later than our period, 
Evans-Grubbs (220) argues that a prohibition on remarriage within ten months was present 
throughout the republican period dating back to Numa (citing Plut. Numa. 12). Also, a child 
born ten months after his father’s death was considered to be his child as this was the outer 
limit of a pregnancy. See Ann Ellis Hanson, “The Eight Months’ Child and the Etiquette of 
Birth: ‘Obsit Omen’!,” Bulletin of the History of Medicine 61 (1987): 589-602. Hanson (589, n. 
2) explains that the idea of the ten-month child was established in the fifth century B.C.E. 
and cites Dig. 38.16.3.11 (above, this note) as evidence. Also, a special dispensation had to 
be given by the Senate for Octavia’s marriage to M. Antonius due to this law in 40 (Plut, Ant. 
31. Cass. Dio. 48.31.3). This is only seventeen years after Piso’s death and we can, perhaps, 
suppose that the rule had not changed much. Questions should be asked, however, about 
the reality of following this law. Did most people understand or obey this law? If it was clear 
that a widow was not pregnant by her first husband, or that she clearly was pregnant by her 
first husband so that the second husband recognised it as such, did people really worry 
about waiting the ten-month period or until the woman delivered? It seems perhaps that 
they did, at least in some periods. This wait was not, however, connected to confusion of 
blood (turbatio sanguinis), according to Jane F. Gardner, but to concern over ritual impurity. 
She points out that in the archaic period, when the Roman year was ten months long, a 
widow who remarried before ten months had passed had to sacrifice a cow. She also notes 
that the numerous widows created after the disaster at Cannae were allowed to stop 
mourning early because they could not see to the religious rites of Rome. See Gardner, 
Roman Law, 50-54. The evidence Gardner uses is the same as Evans-Grubbs (Plutarch and 
Livy, see Gardner, 53, n. 85). Gardner also argues for the infamia rule being applied “in the 
classical period” and cites (54) Augustus’ marriage laws that gave a longer period to widows 
(one year which was raised to two years) before remarrying than to divorced women (six 
months raised to eighteen months). Betrothal appears to have been allowed within the ten-
month period. Octavian and Livia were betrothed when Livia was six months pregnant but 
had to ask the Pontiffs if marriage was allowed. There is evidence (see Barrett, 22-24) that 
they did not actually marry until after Drusus was born. However, Livia was a divorced 
woman and not a widow and different rules seem to have applied in the case of divorce. See 
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! 57-56: Tullia and Terentia began the search for a new husband. 
! 4 April 56: Cicero announced the engagement of Furius Crassipes and Tullia 

but the letter does not survive. 
! 9 April 56: Cicero wrote to Quintus and mentioned the letter from 4 April (now 

lost) that first told of the engagement of Tullia and Crassipes.328 
! May to December 56: Tullia was 22-23 years old; the marriage to Crassipes 

likely took place during this time if the ten to twelve month period of mourning 
was maintained.329 

! May 51: Cicero left for Cilicia. 
! July 51: Cicero was trying to find a new husband for Tullia. Tullia was free to 

marry but Furius Crassipes, her second husband, was still alive therefore it 
must have been divorce that ended their union. 

! February 50: Caelius wrote to Cicero that: 
o Dolabella’s wife Fabia had left him; he could be considered for Tullia. 
o Curio had become a Caesarian. 
o Dolabella (likely already a Caesarian) was prosecuting Appius Claudius (a 

Pompeian). 
o Dolabella was available, but perhaps the trial’s outcome should be heard 

before deciding on Dolabella as a possibility.330 
! Atticus had been in Rome through parts of 50 but was in Epirus by 13 February 

50.331 
! February 50: Dolabella may already have been courting Tullia (even before his 

own divorce); Caelius may have introduced them as a friend of both. 

                                       
Cass. Dio. 48.44. Tac. Ann. 1.10.5. Antony Barrett, Livia: First Lady of Imperial Rome (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), 23ff. Elaine Fantham, Julia Augusti: the Emperor’s 
Daughter (London: Routledge, 2006), 22.  
328 Cic. Q Fr. 2.6/10.1,2,3, en route to Anagnia, 9 April 56. Clark points out that Furius 
Crassipes’ praenomen is unknown. Clark, “Tullia and Crassipes,” 28, n. 2. He is usually 
referred to simply as Crassipes. 
329 Treggiari believes that the marriage took place and cites a letter of Cicero to Cornelius 
Lentulus Spinther (Fam. 20.20 [I.9.20]) in which Cicero stated that he dined at Crassipes’ 
house and called him his son-in-law (mei generi). Patricia Clark (1991) argues that the 
marriage did not take place. Contra Clark, it is unlikely, as Treggiari argues, that Tullia 
would have been left unmarried for six years, especially in her early twenties, and the lack of 
mention of the marriage in the correspondence can be placed on Cicero and Atticus both 
being in Italy resulting in no letters being sent between the two for the duration. See 
Treggiari, Terentia, 75-76. 
330 This is not the first mention of Dolabella in Cicero’s correspondence. Caelius wrote and 
mentioned him to Cicero in a letter dated to 1 August 51 (Cic. Fam. 81.1) but the context 
was purely political rather than personal. Curio was mentioned as well. This is the earliest 
hint of the three of these men acting together and does have implications for Tullia's 
marriage. Dolabella was mentioned to Atticus for the first time in Cic. Att. 123 dated 15 
October 50. The earliest letter to mention Dolabella as a potential groom was Caelius’ letter 
from February 50. He was clearly known to Cicero but does not appear to have been a 
correspondent before his marriage to Tullia. 
331 Cic. Att. 114 (V.21): Cicero to Atticus, Laodicea, 13 February 50. Cicero was pleased to 
hear of Atticus’ safe arrival in Epirus but wished he were still in Rome and earlier letters 
from 50 show that Atticus was moving between Rome and Epirus at various times. See 111 
(V. 18) where Cicero wished Atticus were in Rome and 112 (V. 19) where Cicero did not 
doubt that Atticus had left for Epirus. 
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! April (first half) 50: Cicero wrote to Appius Claudius that he was not considering 
Dolabella as a candidate for Tullia.332 

! May or early June 50: Atticus was likely back in Rome or on his way to Rome.333 
! May or early June 50: Tullia and Dolabella had an engagement party in Rome; 

Cicero was unaware of this. 
! Early June 50: Caelius wrote to congratulate Cicero on the engagement of Tullia 

and Dolabella and praised Dolabella. 
! Mid-June 50: Caelius’ letter had not reached Cicero as he wrote to Atticus, who 

was in, or would soon be in, Rome, asking him to speak to Tullia and Terentia 
about a prospective groom for Tullia (likely Tiberius Nero?).334 

! 1 July 50: The marriage of Tullia and Dolabella took place.335 Tullia was 
approximately 29 or 30 years old at the time of her third marriage. 

! 3 August 50: Cicero informed Atticus of the engagement (from Side in Cilicia, 
Asia Minor) and was appalled as he had practically agreed to a proposal from 
Tiberius Nero. 

! 8 August 50: Caelius wrote to Cicero that: 
o Caelius had sided with Curio against an enemy and had helped get Antony 

elected to the Augural College. 
o Caelius was conflicted and believed war would break out soon; he claimed 

not to know which side to take. 
! 9 December 50: Cicero wrote to Atticus that Caelius had joined Caesar; the 

letter Cicero received which gave him this information would likely have been 
several months old. 

! The marriage of Tullia and Dolabella was an unhappy one but fear caused 
Cicero to maintain it despite Dolabella being implicated in adultery with both 
Antony’s and Spinther’s wives.  

! November 46: Tullia and Dolabella divorced. 
! February 45: Tullia died after giving birth to Dolabella’s son; the infant also 

died. 
 

B. Tullia’s First and Second Marriages: Scant Evidence 

As the above chronology shows, Tullia was married at about age fifteen or 

sixteen to C. Calpurnius Piso Frugi. The betrothal took place when she was twelve 

                                       
332 Cic. Fam. 73 (III.10), Cicero to Appius Claudius Pulcher, Laodicea, April (first half) 50. 
333 Cic. Att. 117 (VI.3). Cicero to Atticus, en route to Tarsus, May or beginning of June 50. 
Cicero wrote that he did not really have any news but since Cicero was sending Philotimus 
back to Rome, he thought he would also send Atticus a letter. I take this to mean that 
Atticus was in Rome but it is possible that he was still in Greece and Philotimus planned to 
drop the letter off on his journey. Later in the letter, section 4, Cicero asked Atticus to send 
him a sketch of politics in Rome if already there or as soon as he arrived which indicates 
that Cicero knew Atticus was going to Rome and would likely be in Rome when the letter 
arrived. 
334 Cic. Att. 118 (VI.4), en route mid(?)-June 50. 
335 Treggiari speculates that that date of the marriage was 1 July 50 because the first dowry 
instalment was traditionally due one year after the marriage and Cicero was set to pay it on 
1 July 49. This argument seems plausible. Also plausible is her speculation that Atticus and 
Pilia, if they were in Rome would have attended. See Treggiari, Terentia, 97-98. Cicero would 
not have been there. 
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indicating that this man was likely her father’s choice with little input from Tullia, 

though we can assume Terentia’s involvement. Piso was of the plebeian nobility and 

Treggiari sees this marriage as a coup for Cicero. The connection was likely based 

on Cicero’s rising fame as an orator and on shared values between the two 

families.336 Given Tullia’s age, there is little likelihood that this marriage was 

related to her choice but rather to that of her father, her mother, Piso, and/or Piso’s 

parents. Politics and non-emotional considerations likely played into this match but 

they were likely not Tullia’s considerations. 

With Piso’s death, Tullia could remarry after a suitable mourning period.337 

Piso died sometime in 57 and so Tullia would have been free to marry by mid-56 

but negotiations for an engagement likely began very soon after the death of Piso. 

The second marriage to Furius Crassipes is more difficult to date. Some scholars 

argue that it was an engagement only.338 Others339 argue that the marriage did take 

place based on Tullia’s age and the length of time between the death of Piso and the 

known marriage to Dolabella. If Tullia were only engaged to Crassipes, then she 

would have remained unmarried for approximately six years, which would have 

been an unusually long time for a woman in her early-to-mid-twenties to be single. 

These arguments make it seem more likely that the marriage took place. Little is 

known of this marriage, however, and it is impractical to speculate as to the 

motives of Tullia.  

It is possible that either Cicero or Tullia or both knew Crassipes personally. 

The patrician Furius gens hailed from Tusculum and Cicero owned a villa there, 

which he bought in 68/67. That was likely the connection that first brought the 

couple (or their parents) together.340 Little else is known of Crassipes or his political 

career other than that he was Quaestor in Bithynia in 51341 and this must have 

                                       
336 Treggiari, Terentia, 41-42. 
337 See above chronology of Tullia’s Life, p. 91, n. 327, for discussion of mourning periods. 
338 Patricia A. Clark, “Tullia and Crassipes,” Phoenix 45 (1991): 28-38. 
339 Treggiari, Terentia, 75-76. See above, p. 92, n. 329, for further details on this. Treggiari 
also notes that it is unlikely that Cicero would not only leave Tullia unmarried for six years 
but that he would also wait to look for a new husband until he was about to leave Rome for 
Cilicia.  
340 Rawson, Cicero, 47-50. “Furius” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth 
Schneider (Brill, 2009).  Brill Online. University of Calgary. 01 February 2009. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e416550 
341 Cic. Fam. 13.9. 
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been at about the time of the divorce from Tullia. It is possible that Tullia and 

Crassipes met at Tusculum and that they (or Cicero) realised this could be a good 

match. A likely, yet speculative, scenario is that at one point when Tullia was 

visiting Tusculum, she was introduced to the Crassipes family and met her future 

husband. When Crassipes turned out to be an up-and-coming young politician, this 

made him interesting to both Cicero and Tullia. Tullia would move into a higher 

social position through the marriage, as she did with each marriage,342 and 

Crassipes would gain Cicero’s backing and influence as Cicero had returned from 

exile and had regained some of his pre-exile influence in Rome. This was a marriage 

that would have made sense to all concerned.  

In addition to how they met and why they married, why they divorced is also 

open to speculation and interpretation. The divorce laws of the late Republic made 

a reason for divorce unnecessary.343 Treggiari, in her chapter on divorce, discusses 

the historical development and points out that in Cicero’s time, women married 

without manus could and did convince their fathers to sue for divorce (the decision 

to divorce seems to have been that of the woman); possible reasons for divorce 

included immorality on the part of either the wife or husband, but no reason was 

necessary.344 Tullia and Crassipes simply divorced for reasons unknown and 

unknowable. As there appears to have been no post-divorce rancour in Cicero’s 

letters directed at Crassipes, we can speculate that the decision to divorce was 

mutual. From Crassipes’ point of view, it may have appeared that Cicero’s influence 

was waning in 51345 and that he would not be as helpful as a father-in-law to a 

young politician. In addition, there had been no children resulting from this union. 

With Tullia at, approximately, age twenty-seven, Crassipes may have wanted a 

more fertile wife. For Tullia, Crassipes was set to go to Bithynia as Quaestor and 

she, or Cicero, may have decided that it was time for a new alliance closer to home. 

Given the continued contact between Crassipes and Cicero, it is unlikely that Tullia 

alleged abuse or sexual depravity on the part of Crassipes or that Crassipes alleged 

                                       
342 Treggiari, Terentia, 93. Treggiari points out that Tullia increased her social standing with 
each new husband. 
343 Evans-Grubbs, Women and the Law, 187. 
344 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 441-444. 
345 Everitt, Cicero, 171-180, on Cicero’s lack of influence for the years preceding his 
governorship in Cilicia and the law of Pompey, requiring five years between consulships and 
governorships, that “dragged” Cicero out of retirement. 
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adultery against Tullia. It is more likely that it was a mutual decision and the two 

decided to move on to greener pastures.  

Greener pastures, for Tullia, meant Dolabella, though this would be an 

error. Conjecture about Piso and Crassipes will be left behind as more details can 

be found on Tullia’s marriage to Dolabella and, for comparative purposes, on 

Fulvia’s three marriages. These four episodes will illustrate what Roman women 

such as Fulvia and Tullia could try to do with a well-thought-out marriage and the 

evidence supports the theory that political considerations were paramount.  

 

C. Tullia’s Third Marriage: Possible Candidates 

Cicero began looking for a new husband for Tullia before he left Rome for 

Cilicia in 51. There were few men to choose from and Cicero had all his contacts (at 

least Atticus, Servilia, Pontidia, and Caelius) working on the problem.346 By early 

February of 50, Cicero had written off an unknown candidate supported by Pontidia 

and had moved his support to Atticus’ candidate, Postumia’s son, Servius Sulpicius 

Rufus.347 In the next letter, written a week later, we find that Cicero suddenly 

preferred Pontidia’s candidate (who seemed, just as suddenly, to have been Atticus’ 

choice as well) to Servilia’s candidate.348 This man was unnamed and Postumia’s 

son Sulpicius Rufus was not mentioned. It is assumed that Servilia was still in 

support of Sulpicius Rufus349 but this may not have been the case. Her support 

came in May 51350 and there is nothing to suggest that she still supported 

                                       
346 Treggiari, Terentia, 87-91.  
347 Cic. Att. 114.14 (V.21), Laodicea 13 February 50. “I favour the same solution as you, 
Postumia’s son, since Pontidia is trifling” = “de endomuchoi probo idem quod tu, Postumiae 
filio, quoniam Pontidia nugatur.” In note 8 to this letter, Shackleton Bailey describes the 
Pontidii as a family from Arpinum while “Pontidia’s candidate seems to have been a man of 
equestrian rank.” In note 1 to Letter 97, he notes that Pontidia’s candidate is Pontidia’s son.  
348 Cic. Att.115.10 (VI.1) Laodicea, 20 February 50. De Tullia mea tibi adsentior scripsique ad 
eam et ad Terentiam mihi placere; tu enim ad me iam ante scripseras, ‘ac vellem te in tuum 
veterem gregem rettulisses.’ correcta vero epistula Memmiana nihil negoti fuit; multo enim malo 
hunc a Pontidia quam illum a Servilia. (I agree with what you say about my Tullia, and have 
written to her and to Terentia to say that I approve—you had already written to me ‘but I 
wish you had gone back to your old gang.’ Once the Memmius letter was corrected there was 
no difficulty, for I much prefer Pontidia’s candidate to Servilia’s.” 
349 Treggiari, Terentia, 88. 
350 Cic. Att. 97.1 (V.4) Beneventum 12 May 51. nam posset aliquid, si utervis nostrum adesset, 
agente Servilia Servio fieri probabile. nunc, si iam res placeat, agendi tamen viam non video. (If 
both of us were on the spot something acceptable might be made of Servius through Servilia. 
As it is , even if I were to approve in principle, I see no way of going to work.). In note 2, to 
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Sulpicius in February of 50. Also, other candidates such as Tiberius Nero and 

Dolabella had emerged. Although uncertain, it is likely that Servilia, a politically 

active woman with known ties to Caesar, was in Rome. In February of 50, Dolabella 

was available—had Servilia switched allegiance to this up-and-coming rabble 

rousing Caesarian? Or was Servilia the reason why Tiberius Nero visited Cicero in 

Cilicia? Tiberius Nero was also a Caesarian and certainly a more reliable one than 

Dolabella. Treggiari points out that:  

both in ancestry and in solidity of morals, he [Tiberius Nero] would have 
been distinctly preferable to the flashy Dolabella. He served under Caesar 
and became quaestor in 48, praetor in 42, marrying his cousin Livia Drusilla 
in the late 40s. Dolabella, on the other hand, made more of a mark as a 
Caesarian, getting to the consulship, by an unorthodox route, in 44.351  

 
The implication is that Ti. Claudius Nero, from a good patrician family, was 

already in Caesar’s camp in 50 when negotiations for Tullia’s hand were underway. 

Although his father served under Pompey in 67 B.C.E.,352 this would not have 

prevented him from becoming a Caesarian seventeen years later and this may have 

been attractive to Cicero who had known the elder Nero and would certainly have 

found this family connection preferable to one with Dolabella. Although Tiberius 

Nero would become an anti-Caesarian, at the time of his negotiations with Cicero 

over marrying Tullia, he seems to have been, by all accounts, a strong and reliable 

Caesarian.353 Cicero himself, therefore, may have considered an alliance with a 

Caesarian to be attractive and this idea may not have been alien to his wife and 

daughter.  

                                       
this letter, Shackleton Bailey writes that Servius is the younger Servius Sulpicius Rufus. His 
father was a long-time friend of Cicero. 
351 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 129.  
352 Treggiari, Terentia, 90. 
353 For Ti. Claudius Nero’s ties to Caesar, see Suet. Tib. 4: “Tiberius’ father Nero, a quaestor, 
commanded Julius Cesar’s fleet during the Alexandrian War and was largely responsible for 
his eventual victory.” Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars, trans. Robert Graves (London: 
Penguin Books, 1957, revised by Michael Grant, 1979), 77. Syme, The Roman Revolution 
(1939; reprint, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1960), 227. Syme also points out that 
Tiberius Nero was a Caesarian. See also: D.C.A. Shotter, Tiberius Caesar (London: 
Routledge, 1992), 6. Shotter writes: “Tiberius’ father first achieved prominence as a 
supporter of Caesar in the civil war against Pompey and as a partisan of the dictator in the 
early 40s. By 44 BC, however, he had become one of Caesar’s most extreme opponents, not 
only supporting Brutus and Cassius but endeavouring to win for them a vote of thanks as 
tyrannicides.”  
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It is even possible that Servilia backed Nero’s suit and saw an alliance 

between Cicero and a Caesarian to be advantageous. Servilia, however, should 

certainly have known that going to Cicero would not be as helpful as dealing 

directly with Tullia and Terentia (although it appears that Nero was already in the 

provinces and this was considered more expedient). It is equally possible that it was 

Servilia in Rome acting as the go-between for Dolabella and Tullia. If Servilia were 

in Rome supporting Dolabella, then her motives also become questionable and 

almost certainly would have been related to politics. Though factors of friendship, 

availability (if she were in Rome), and knowledge of the “right” families (social 

connections) cannot be underestimated, the fact remains that Servilia was and 

would continue to be politically active, as demonstrated above, and her motive may 

have been to tie Cicero to a non-Pompeian through Tullia. It will become clear that 

the concerns and motives of Terentia and Tullia in choosing Dolabella were also 

likely to have been based on political factors. 

The first mention of the marriage from Cicero is in a letter to Atticus dated 3 

August 50 in which he wrote to Atticus that he had sent representatives to Terentia 

and Tullia to inform them that he supported Tiberius Nero who had “treated with” 

Cicero in Cilicia. We cannot know how Tiberius Nero became interested in Tullia, or 

why, though it is clear from the involvement of others, above, that marriage was not 

a private family affair—everyone was searching for a candidate and likely had 

personal reasons for supporting one man over another. Regardless of the 

involvement of others, Tiberius Nero’s pursuit of Tullia failed. His representatives 

arrived in Rome after the party celebrating the engagement of Tullia to Dolabella 

had already occurred. Cicero was embarrassed but hoped that Dolabella would 

work out as a son-in-law:  

sed crede mihi, nihil minus putaram ego, qui de Ti. Nerone, qui mecum egerat, 
certos homines ad mulieres miseram; qui Romam venerunt factis sponsalibus. 
sed hoc spero melius. mulieres quidem valde intellego delectari obsequio et 
comitate adulescentis.  
 
But believe me it was the last thing I expected. I had actually sent reliable 
persons to the ladies in connexion with Tiberius Nero, who had treated with 
me. They got to Rome after the fiançailles. However, I hope this is better 
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[than Tiberius Nero]. The ladies are evidently quite charmed with the young 
man’s attentiveness and engaging manners.354  

 

He had left the matter up to the women and they had acted independently as he 

knew they would likely do. This was, however, not the first time that Dolabella’s 

interest in Tullia had been discussed and it was brought up by someone who would 

eventually become a Caesarian himself, Caelius. What is more, Caelius’ mention of 

Dolabella comes in a letter informing Cicero that Caelius’ friend, Curio, had also 

become a Caesarian. 

In a letter from February 50, Caelius wrote to Cicero and informed him of all 

the gossip that he thought would interest Cicero. Included in this letter was the fact 

that C. Scribonius Curio, the husband of Fulvia,355 had become a Caesarian. As 

Elisabeth Rawson notes, although the reasons are unclear, Curio had already 

married Fulvia and his optimate father was dead.356 In addition, in this same letter, 

Caelius informed Cicero that Dolabella’s wife, Fabia, had divorced him and he (also 

a Caesarian) was free to be considered as a possible match for Tullia. Caelius 

advised caution, however, as Dolabella was prosecuting Appius Claudius, a 

Pompeian who had recently been reconciled with Cicero; perhaps it would be better 

to await the outcome of that trial before considering Dolabella as a son-in-law.357 

Caelius and Appius Claudius were also friends, though this would change, as 

Caelius’ concern in this letter shows.358 In the next letter, from early June 50, 

Caelius congratulated Cicero:  

Gratulor tibi affinitate<m> viri me dius fidius optimi; nam hoc ego de illo 
existimo. cetera porro, quibus adhuc ille sibi parum utilis fuit, et aetate iam 
sunt decussa et consuetudine atque auctoritate tua, pudore Tulliae, si qua 
restabunt, confido celeriter sublatum iri. non est enim pugnax in vitiis neque 
hebes ad id, quod melius sit intelligendum. deinde, quod maximum est, ego 
illum valde amo. 

 

                                       
354 Cic. Att. 121.1 (VI.6) Side, ca. 3 August 50. 
355 See below for Curio and Fulvia’s marriage and the theory that the two were likely married 
before Cicero’s departure from Rome. 
356 Elizabeth Rawson, Cicero, 184. 
357 Cic. Fam. 88.1 (VIII.6) Caelius Rufus to Cicero, Rome February 50. Rawson, Cicero, 179-
180. 
358 For Caelius’ close friendship with Appius, and the degeneration of it, see also: Vincent J. 
Rosivach, “Caelius’ Adherence to the Caesarian Cause,” The Classical World, 74 (1980- 
1981), 201-212. 



  
 

 

100 

I congratulate you on the connection you are forming with a very fine fellow, 
for that, upon my word, is what I think him. In some respects he has done 
himself poor service in the past, but he has already shaken off these failings 
with the years and, if any traces remain, I feel sure that your association 
and influence and Tullia’s modest ways will soon remove them. He is not 
recalcitrant in bad courses or lacking in the intelligence to perceive a better 
way. And the capital point is that I am very fond of him.359  

 

This would appear to be the first letter recording the engagement and one wonders 

if this was how Cicero discovered the match. This certainly seems to be the case 

from Cicero’s next letter to Caelius from August 50. Cicero wrote: 

Dolabellam a te gaudeo primum laudari, deinde etiam amari. nam ea quae 
speras Tulliae meae prudentia temperari posse, scio cui tuae epistulae 
respondeant. quid si meam legas quam ego tum ex tuis litteris misi ad Appium? 
sed quid agas? sic vivitur. quod actum est di approbent! spero fore iucundum 
generum nobis, multumque in eo tua nos humanitas adiuvabit. 
 
I am glad you speak so well of Dolabella, glad too that you are fond of him. 
As for the features which you hope may be toned down by my dear Tullia’s 
good sense, I know which of your letters to turn up. For that matter, you 
ought to read the letter I sent to Appius at the time on receipt of yours! But 
what is one to do? Such is life. The Gods bless what is done! I hope to find 
him an agreeable son-in-law and there your kindly tact will help us much.360 

 
On the surface, it appears that Tullia and Terentia had been charmed by an 

attentive and attractive young man and that Cicero, though concerned over the 

match, was cautiously optimistic and planned to rely on Caelius as an intermediary 

with Dolabella. However, a closer analysis of the political context and the 

chronology of the events show that there may have been more at work in this 

union: Caelius may already have been acting as an intermediary for Dolabella and 

Tullia; Dolabella was likely already a Caesarian; and Tullia and Terentia were likely 

not charmed so much as politically persuaded. 

First, when did Dolabella become a Caesarian? Treggiari argues convincingly 

that Dolabella, through his association with Eutrapelus and Volumnia Cytheris, 

and through them with Antony, had become a Caesarian by early 50, certainly by 

February 50.361 Consequently, when Caelius wrote his first letter suggesting that 

                                       
359 Cic. Fam. 94 (VIII.13) Caelius Rufus to Cicero, Rome, early June 50. 
360 Cic. Fam. 96 (II.15) Cicero to Caelius Rufus, Side, 3 or 4 August 50. The letter of Caelius 
(“I know which of your letters to turn up”) does not survive (Shackleton Bailey, n. 4). 
361 Treggiari, Terentia, 89-90. 
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Dolabella might be an option for Tullia, he may already have been aware of 

Dolabella’s political shift and this may have, in turn, influenced his own shift to 

Caesar’s side and his support of Tullia’s marriage to Dolabella as a politically 

advantageous union. 

By December 50, Caelius himself had also become a Caesarian as Cicero’s 

letter to Atticus shows.362 Caelius’ first public support of Caesar came in January 

49 when he and Curio both refused to vote against Caesar and then were forced to 

flee to him at his camp in Arminum.363 However, it seems probable that his change 

came earlier than December, perhaps much earlier. Keeping in mind the length of 

time it took letters to travel (at least six to eight weeks364), it is likely that Cicero 

had written to Atticus in December upon receiving a letter that was new to him but 

was, in fact, some weeks or months old, depending on when and where it reached 

him during his travels from Side in Cilicia, Asia Minor, to Trebula in Campania.  

Certainly, by August, Caelius appeared to have felt conflicted. In a letter to 

Cicero, he wrote that he did not see peace lasting in Rome another year. He also, 

coincidentally, informed Cicero that he had sided with Curio in electing Antony to a 

vacant Augural College seat. He claimed to have done this in order to block an 

enemy, Domitius Ahenobarbus, from obtaining the seat. Appius and Domitius were 

friends and Domitius was an anti-Caesarian.365 This may be an early hint that 

Caelius had developed Caesarian leanings. This is the first hint of a break between 

Caelius and Appius. Caelius reported quite sarcastically about the activities of 

Appius, friend of Pompey. He then ended the letter by telling Cicero that he was 

confused over which side he should join—the Optimates with Pompey or the 

                                       
362 Cic. Att. 126.6 (VII.3), Near Trebula, 9 December 50. 
363 “On January 1, 49 Caelius supported a motion in the Senate that Pompey should set out 
for Spain (Caes. BC 1.2.3-4). When Scipio's motion declaring Caesar an outlaw was brought 
before the Senate Caelius and Curio refused to vote against Caesar, and both set out 
instead, together with the Caesarian Tribunes, to join Caesar at Arminum (Cass. Dio. 
41.2.1-3.2; cf. Caes. BC 1.5.5-7.1). The link with Curio is important.” Rosivach, 212. 
364 Treggiari, Terentia, 86, n. 16. Cic. Att. 112.1 (V.19): a courier from Rome took 46 days to 
reach Cicero in a camp outside Cybistra. He refers to this as a “rapid journey, and oh, what 
a long one!” and Cic. Att. 116.6 (VI.2), Cicero tells Atticus that he, in late April 50, has the 
news from Rome up to the Nones of March (March 7th). If a fast letter took almost 7 weeks, a 
slow letter could be even longer depending on where it caught up with the recipient, 
particularly if Cicero were travelling.  
365 “Domitius” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 2009). 
Brill Online. University of Calgary. 01 February 2009. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e322600  
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Populares with Caesar.366 Caelius may not have been as confused as he claimed in 

that letter. By September, the break between Caelius and Appius was complete with 

Appius and Caelius both prosecuting each other for various vices.367 In addition to 

his hatred of a Pompeian and his close friendship with the now Caesarian Curio, 

Caelius also had strong links to Dolabella, as his letters recommending and 

praising him to Cicero show. Caelius’ personal feelings for two Caesarians may have 

influenced him much earlier than December 50.368 This makes Caelius’ agency in 

the match between Dolabella and Tullia suspect as his Caesarian connections may 

also have influenced his advice to Cicero regarding Tullia and may even have 

influenced Tullia and Terentia on the spot in Rome. 

The understanding of Caelius’ role is impacted by the timing and purpose of 

Dolabella’s courtship, both of which are subject to speculation. Why would 

Dolabella have been interested in Tullia and when did he express that interest? A 

likely theory is that Dolabella may have been courting Tullia before his marriage to 

Fabia ended. This was not unknown as Cicero’s own letters reveal.369 Consequently, 

his courtship could have begun as early as January or February of 50.370 His 

courtship of Tullia seems to have coincided with his support of Caesar and with 

Caelius’ first letter to Cicero indicating that Dolabella was a possibility. There are a 

number of reasons why a marriage to Tullia might have been attractive to 

Dolabella. First, he seems to have had financial problems and may have been 

interested in Cicero’s connections for obtaining loans.371 As Treggiari notes, while 

                                       
366 Cic. Fam 97 (VIII.14) Caelius Rufus to Cicero Rome, ca. 8 August 50. 
367 Rawson, Cicero, 180. Cic. Fam. 98 (VIII.12) Caelius Rufus to Cicero, Rome, ca. 19 
September (with postscript added later) 50. Rosivach, 207ff. 
368 Rosivach, 212, argues that all Caelius’ Caesarian leanings can be traced to Curio. As he 
argues: “The link with Curio is important. Caelius’ only other pro-Caesarian act, as far as we 
know, was his support of Antony for the augurate, an act performed out of friendship for 
Curio. Caelius’ politics were on the side of the Senate. He did not seek Caesar but was 
drawn to him by his friendship for Curio and driven into his arms by the hostility he felt for 
Appius and the hostility which Appius returned (cf. Dio 40.63.3).” I would argue that 
friendship with Dolabella supports the view that Caelius was influenced by friendship. 
369 Tutia may have pursued Quintus before her divorce was fully finalized. Cic. Att. 408.2 
(XV.29) Formiae, 6 July 44.  Though Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 135-136, points out that 
this seems to have been a case of “wishful thinking on young Quintus’ part” but that it was 
perfectly “credible [to Q. Cicero senior] that a woman on the point of a divorce from her 
previous husband should be offering a match to his son, who was aged 22.” 
370 Treggiari, Terentia, 92-93. 
371 Treggiari, Terentia, 98, writes that Cicero was (wrongly) not worried about Dolabella’s 
finances. Perhaps this is a reason. 
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Cicero was still a respected orator and politician friendly with both Caesar and 

Pompey, he was also in an awkward position between them.372 It is entirely likely 

that Dolabella’s reasons for marrying Tullia were the same as her reasons for 

marrying him. What, then, were her reasons? 

First, as noted in past studies, Dolabella was socially acceptable and his 

status was on par with or better than the status levels of Tullia’s previous 

husbands. Dolabella had a promising political future. Tullia was in need of children 

and companionship and Dolabella could provide both.373 These are all possible 

reasons. Other authors cite the charm and seductiveness of Dolabella as a factor 

together with the “snobbish” reasoning of Tullia and Terentia; all of these add to the 

portrait that Tullia’s concerns were “purely social and personal.”374 However, the 

political possibilities should be considered as Dolabella’s charming appeal would 

have made a convenient excuse for Tullia and Terentia if Dolabella turned out to be 

an inappropriate choice politically. 

Rome at this time was heating up with partisan politics. It was becoming 

more dangerous as supporters of Caesar and supporters of Pompey and/or the 

Senate struggled for control.375 Cicero was in Cilicia and had no idea what was 

really happening back in Rome—this was made clear by the engagement itself. 

Tullia and Terentia were in Rome and they would have had access to time-sensitive 

information. Caelius was a close family friend of the Cicero family. Given that 

women of their status felt comfortable talking to non-related men, as Cicero’s 

letters show, it is not implausible that Caelius was in contact with Terentia and 

                                       
372 Treggiari, Terentia, 84. 
373 Treggiari, Terentia, 92-93. 
374 D. R. Shackleton Bailey, “The Roman Nobility in the Second Civil War,” Classical 
Quarterly n.s. 10 (1960): 265. Shackleton Bailey describes Dolabella as “vicious but 
seductive.” Rawson, Cicero, 180, writes that: “Cicero soon learnt that Tullia and Terentia 
had displayed the comparative independence of Roman women by picking Dolabella, a wild 
and ambitious young noble of great charm, as his new son-in-law.”374 Syme also sees 
shallow reasons for the marriage: “To women he had a certain appeal, as witness old 
Fabia....Again, sheer folly in Terentia and Tullia, although Cicero’s consort might appear 
obdurate against blandishments of any sort, while the daughter, who had already run 
through two husbands, was now about twenty five. Dolabella's motives were mercenary, 
snobbish the women.” Ronald Syme, “No Son for Caesar?” Historia 29 (1980): 434. See 432 
for Fabia being “much older” than Dolabella. 
375 Robin Seager, Pompey the Great: A Political Biography Second Edition (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2002), 140-151. 
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Tullia as he was, evidently, close enough to the family to be suggesting available 

men and to know about the engagement to Dolabella when it happened.  

To summarise the preceding evidence, the timeline for Tullia’s third marriage 

was as follows: in February 50, Dolabella was divorcing and was a Caesarian. 

Caelius, his friend, recommended him to Cicero, a supporter of Pompey. Curio, 

Caelius’ other friend, had also become a Caesarian. Dolabella may already have 

been in contact with Tullia and Terentia. Caelius could easily have acted as an 

intermediary between them. By August, the engagement was announced and 

Caelius was very complimentary about Dolabella, had helped Curio get Antony 

elected, and claimed to be unsure of the political climate in Rome or which side to 

pick. Certainly by December, likely by September at the latest, Caelius too was a 

Caesarian and Tullia was married to one.376  

What this suggests is that Tullia and Terentia were hedging their bets and so 

was Dolabella. This is something that has already been shown for other Roman 

women and Roman families in general. T. P. Wiseman has shown that the Metelli 

seemed to ensure their survival by having members in both camps. In this way, a 

son would be able to save his father’s life after Actium.377 The Clodian/Claudian 

family split could also be read as ensuring success for part of the family regardless 

of the outcome on any one issue. Wiseman also argues for Servilia using her liaison 

with Caesar to help her son while other women in the family became lovers of men 

with views opposing those of their husbands or family members. Tertulla was even 

Octavian’s lover and Wiseman argues that “after Philippi, the motives of Cassius’ 

widow (and Brutus’ half-sister) are unlikely to have been wholly personal, however 

                                       
376 Given the travel time of letters, 50 or more days, a letter informing Cicero of Caelius’ 
change of heart must have been dispatched sometime in late September or early October in 
order to arrive by the time he wrote his letter to Atticus lamenting the news. This letter (Cic. 
Att. 126.6 (VII.3)) is dated to 9 December 50. The last letter Caelius wrote to Cicero, in which 
he discusses his prosecution of Appius (an indication that he has already started to move to 
Caesar, perhaps), was Cic. Fam. 98 (VIII.12) dated to 19 September 50, with postscript 
added later. Letter 98 is unlikely to have been delivered to Cicero much before the second 
week of November. The next letter from Caelius to Cicero was not until his return from 
Liguria ca. 9 March 49 (Cic. Fam. 149 (VIII.15)).  
377 T. P. Wiseman, Cinna the Poet and Other Roman Essays (Leicester: Leicester University 
Press, 1974), 180-181. 
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physically attractive the victor was.”378 It does seem unlikely that Tertulla would 

have chosen Octavian as a lover based on looks alone or that he would have had no 

ulterior motive in choosing her.379 Similarly, why would Tullia and Terentia have 

chosen Dolabella simply for his charm? Wiseman argues that, for the Serviliae and 

Metellae women, ensuring their families’ survival may have played a part in their 

choices of both lovers and husbands.380 This appears to have been the case not 

only for Terentia and Tullia but most likely, for many more aristocratic Roman 

women.381 From the timing of events, it is highly likely that Tullia and Terentia were 

influenced by this same thought of preserving something for their families.  

To summarise this theory: Tullia and Terentia were in Rome and were fully 

aware of the political climate through their access to other élite women who would 

have had news from their own husbands and through their connections with 

politically active men such as Caelius. This was also the case when Cicero had been 

in exile years earlier.382 Cicero was not in Rome and, though he stayed in touch via 

letters and couriers and likely had a group of clients and friends in Rome who 

would have helped Terentia and Tullia, any news he received would be old and any 

opinion he had on how to deal with a crisis would be obsolete by the time the letter 

reached Rome (as it was with his support of Tiberius Nero in the first place). Due to 

                                       
378 Wiseman, Cinna the Poet, 186-187. Wiseman cites Suet. Aug. 69 (see next note) and 
Macr. Sat. II.2.5 as well as Cic. Att. XV.11.1 “for the name Tertulla.” See Wiseman, Cinna the 
Poet, 187, n. 51. 
379 Suet. Aug. 69, reports a letter from Antony to Octavian berating him for his affairs and 
lists a women, Tertulla, who is likely Iunia Tertia, the wife of Cassius. Morgan also argues 
for this identification and believes that the affair with Octavian coupled with Tertulla’s long 
life (she died in 22 under the reign of Tiberius) explains why no contemporary historian (e.g. 
Appian) was willing to discuss her affair with Julius Caesar or Octavian. John D. Morgan, 
“Dangerous Liaisons: C. Cassius, his wife, her mother, and their lovers,” APA 2009. Abstract 
on APA website: 
http://www.apaclassics.org/AnnualMeeting/09mtg/abstracts/Morgan_John%20D._9_A-4a-
RHIS_Abstracts_sysID_2110_697_0.pdf (Accessed 15 March 2009) 
380 Wiseman, Cinna the Poet, 187. 
381 For the opposite view, see Treggiari, Terentia, 100. “Terentia and Tullia, moving in Roman 
society in the late 50s, will have been involved in the sort of political talk that Caelius had 
relayed to Cicero. They probably had a pretty good idea of which way Dolabella would jump. 
There is nothing to suggest, however, that their choice of Dolabella was influenced by the 
thought that he might be on the other side from Cicero and so provide a certain amount of 
insurance for the family.” 
382 Treggiari, Terentia, 66-67, for the convincing list of men and women to whom Terentia 
could have appealed for help while Cicero was in exile. The letters of Cicero to Terentia 
during his exile urging her to work on his behalf are also evidence of the independence 
women exercised. 
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the distance involved, Cicero was, to a certain extent, out of touch with the political 

reality in Rome thus leaving Terentia and Tullia alone to manage the family’s 

concerns. This had also been the case in 58 when Cicero was exiled with almost 

disastrous results for his family in Rome.383  

Having survived Cicero’s absence previously, in 58 during his exile, Terentia 

and Tullia used this opportunity, and the normal independence of women in 

choosing a husband, in order to make an alliance with the opposing side, possibly 

with the political violence as a factor, both currently and that experienced in 58. 

Cicero was Pompey’s man and always had been. An alliance with a Caesarian could 

be insurance. In this way, they would have been protected regardless of the 

situation in Rome. If violence broke out, as it often had in the past, Terentia and 

Tullia could claim protection from both sides due to Cicero’s alliance with Pompey 

and Dolabella’s alliance with Caesar, which would also have protected their familial 

(and therefore Cicero’s) property, as Wiseman has pointed out in the cases above. 

This would have worked equally well for Dolabella. Never a reliable man and, in 

some ways, a second Clodius Pulcher, Dolabella was out for his own good. He was a 

Caesarian at that point but that would soon fade. By marrying the daughter of 

Cicero, a supporter of Pompey, Dolabella would be able to switch sides if things did 

not go Caesar’s way and he would be able to cite his association with Tullia and 

Cicero as the reason. This, then, may well illustrate the political initiative and social 

autonomy that Roman women held and goes far beyond a mere interest in hearth 

and home.384 

The preceding is speculative and based on a chronological reading of the 

sources as they build on one another coupled with similar examples from other 

families. Although it is difficult to know with any certainty what information 

influenced these decisions, it would appear that women of Tullia’s position in 

society were concerned with non-emotional factors when choosing a husband. A 

comparison to the better-known Fulvia will aid this discussion.  

 

                                       
383 Cic. Dom. 59. Cic. Sest. 54. Cic. Cael. 50, for Clodia being cruel to his family. Cic. Fam. 
7.2 (14.2). Treggiari, Terentia, 64-67, for Terentia’s political activity during Cicero’s exile and 
for the physical danger to Terentia, Tullia, and Marcus while Cicero was away and unable to 
aid them. 
384 Carp, “Two Matrons,” 198. 
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D. Fulvia’s Marriages  

Fulvia’s marriages show similar patterns to those of Tullia. Though Tullia’s 

first two marriages likely had political foundations, at least as part of her family’s 

considerations, it does not appear that this was at Tullia’s urging but rather at 

Cicero’s. Fulvia appears to have been slightly more politically active and 

independent at an earlier age than Tullia. The reasons for this are unclear and 

likely unknowable. Certainly, Cicero and Tullia had an extremely close relationship 

that may have allowed him to influence her and her marriages, with the notable 

exception of the actual choice of Dolabella. The sources on Fulvia are less complete 

and, therefore, it is impossible to know her relationship with her parents, 

particularly her father. Innate character traits may also have played a role. Fulvia 

was not content to sit on the sidelines and influence things from behind the scenes 

as Tullia did with Cicero. That being said, what follows is, as it was with Tullia, 

somewhat speculative and is based on a cumulative reading of the ancient sources 

and modern interpretations. 

 

Chart 4: Fulvia’s Life385 

! c. 77: Born to Sempronia and M. Fulvius Flaccus Bambalio.386 As such, 
Fulvia was the last heiress to two great and wealthy plebeian gentes. 

! 62: P. Clodius Pulcher returned to Rome and violated the Bona Dea 
Rites. The trial (held in early 61) was said to bankrupt him.387 

! 62-61: Fulvia, c. age 15, married Clodius Pulcher during the consulship 
of her stepfather, L. Licinius Murena. Clodius had served under Murena 
in Gaul in 64.388 

                                       
385 As with the previous chronologies, notes are kept to a minimum and discussion with full 
notes will follow the list. The evidence will be cited in those notes. The ancient sources are 
useful for Fulvia’s political movements after her marriage to Clodius, particularly from his 
death onward, but are lacking information (due to disinterest) in topics such as her birth 
date and the year of her marriage. Much of what follows in regards to that is speculative and 
is based on studies of marriage and age at marriage. 
386 “Fulvia” in Brill’s New Pauly has “date of birth unknown.” See "Fulvia" in Brill's New 
Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 2009).  Brill Online. University of 
Calgary. 01 February 2009.  
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e415950 
I place her birth in the late 70s through her marriage to Clodius. Huzar, “Mark Antony: 
Marriages vs. Careers,” 99, obviously believes it was earlier, circa 83, but this seems very 
early. It could also have been later. And, as with Tullia, Fulvia could have been 12 at her 
marriage to Clodius rather than 15-16. The uncertainties must be acknowledged in this 
case. 
387 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 87; Cic. In Clod. et Cur. Fr.6. 
388 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 4-8. Babcock also relates the arguments for the 
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! 61: Clodius Pulcher was Quaestor in Sicily and his agents in Rome were 
attempting to have him transferred to the plebeians. His wife, both her 
parents, and her stepfather were all plebeian. 

! 60: Clodius returned to Rome and attempted to become a plebeian. He 
was blocked. 

! 60: Antony allegedly married Fadia, a wealthy daughter of a freed 
slave.389  

! 59: Clodius was adopted into a plebeian family with the help of Caesar 
and Pompey.  

! 58: Clodius was Tribune of the Plebs and had Cicero exiled. 
! Clodius, Antony, and Curio were friends; Cicero claimed (dubious source) 

that Fulvia and Antony became lovers at this point. Antony married his 
cousin, Antonia (c. 58-55). 

! 18 January 52: Clodius was murdered by Milo on the Appian Way. 
! 19 January 52: Fulvia left the body of Clodius stripped and unwashed 

and displayed it, naked and wounded, twice to the mob that appeared at 
her house; riots ensued, the Curia was burned down, Rome was in 
chaos. 

! 52: The year was taken up with Fulvia’s mourning period; Fulvia would 
have been ready to remarry publicly by late 52 or early 51 (arrangements 
or engagements may have been made earlier).390 

! April 52: Fulvia and Sempronia appeared in mourning at Milo’s murder 
trial (unlikely that she was already betrothed at this point).391 

! Late 52 or early 51: Fulvia married Curio, a close friend of both Clodius 
and Caelius; Fulvia was approximately 25 years old.392 

! May 51: Cicero left for Cilicia—no letter records the marriage of Fulvia 
and Curio perhaps indicating that they were likely married before he left.  

                                       
marriage being as late as 59-58. Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 65, also places the marriage in 
58. This would have been quite late given Fulvia’s then advanced age of 19. Also, Clodius 
served under Murena in Gaul in 64 so it is unlikely that he would have met Fulvia before his 
return to Rome in 62 but it is likely that this contact with Murena gave one of the two men, 
if not both, the idea to suggest a marriage with Fulvia. Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 58, says it 
is difficult to date but thinks the marriage took place between 63 and 60 as their son, who 
was Praetor after Actium, had to be born between 62 and 59. Their daughter, Claudia, was 
born c. 57 (Fischer places Claudia’s birth in 55 and Claudius’ in 56). 
389 Not all scholars think that this marriage actually happened. Huzar, “Mark Antony: 
Marriages vs. Careers,” 97. As Huzar notes, Cicero is our only source for this and it is found 
in his Philippics which are not always to be trusted. 
390 See above, p.91, n. 327, for the arguments over the period of mourning. 
391 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 9, n. 19. 
392 A marriage for Fulvia and Curio in late 52 or early 51 is likely for two reasons. First, it is 
unlikely that Fulvia married Curio while publicly mourning Clodius and appearing in 
mourning as a witness at his murderer’s trial. The marriage must have taken place after 
Milo’s trial was over and even the public announcement of the engagement may have been 
withheld until the end of the trial. Second, it is probable that the marriage had taken place 
before Cicero left Rome. If Cicero did not know about the marriage because it took place 
after he left Rome, we can be fairly sure that someone, such as Caelius, would have 
mentioned it and he would have commented on it if it were new information. The possibility 
always exists for lost letters but this speculative argument seems plausible. Fischer, Fulvia 
und Octavia, 65, also places the marriage in 51. 
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! 1 August 51: Caelius wrote to Cicero and informed him that Curio 
planned to run for Tribune. 

! February 50: Caelius wrote to Cicero to tell him that Curio had become a 
Caesarian and to inform him of various laws that Curio was proposing 
which mimicked those of Clodius.393 
o Scholars have noted a remarkable similarity among the laws of Curio 

and those of Clodius with Fulvia as the possible connection between 
the two.394 

! 24 August 49: Curio died fighting in Africa. 
! September 49—June 48: ten month period of mourning; Fulvia would be 

unlikely to remarry before June of 48. She had one child from her union 
with Curio, a son, who would be killed by Octavian as a follower of 
Antony in 31.395 

! Late 48: Antony returned to Rome and was given control of Italy under 
Caesar; Antony’s behaviour was wild (and involved his very public affair 
with Volumnia Cytheris) and Caesar was forced to return to Rome and 
rebuke Antony. Antony was stripped of his position and Lepidus was 
given Italy. 

! 48-47: Antony and Dolabella were struggling for control of the urban 
plebs. 

! 47: Antony charged Antonia with adultery with Dolabella (married to 
Tullia) and divorced her; Antony managed to lose an inconvenient wife 
and shame a rival at the same time.396 

! 47-46: Antony married Fulvia; Fulvia would have been approximately 30-
31 years old.397 

                                       
393 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia,” 189. Welch notes that Curio enacted a “programme of 
legislation” that was “Clodian/Fulvian.” 
394 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 30-31. Lappin, “Fulvia: The Woman of Passion,” 
69. 
395 It is difficult to date Fulvia’s re-appearance on the marriage market. The only reference to 
Fulvia’s son by Curio is in Cass. Dio. 51.2.5, where he states that the son of Curio was killed 
by Octavian after Actium. This passage does not state that this Curio was Fulvia’s son, 
though this seems most likely. If Fulvia and Curio married late in 52, the younger Curio 
could have been born late in 51, which would make him about 20 at the time of Actium. If 
she were pregnant in 49 when Curio departed for Africa (again, the date of his departure is 
uncertain), then Curio junior could have been born as late as May 48 (also impacting 
Fulvia’s ability to remarry) but he would have been only 17 at Actium. An early date for the 
younger Curio’s birth seems more likely though, as stated previously in regards to the 
mourning period for widows (see Tullia’s Chronology, p. 91, n. 327), Fulvia’s remarriage to 
Antony before mid-48 is unlikely and the delay was probably not related to the birth of a 
child. 
396 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia,” 192. 
397 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 99, puts her age at 37-38 at the time of her 
marriage to Antony but this seems unlikely based on an understanding of the age of women 
at first marriage. If Fulvia were 37-38 in 46 B.C.E., then she must have been born in 84-83 
rather than c. 77. If she had been born in 84-83, then she would have been 21-22 at the 
time of her first marriage to Clodius Pulcher if they married in 62 as I speculate. If the 
scholars who place the marriage later (c. 59-58) are correct, then she would have been closer 
to 25 for her first marriage (no one seems to place it earlier, c. 70/69 B.C.E.). An age of 25 
would have been quite late for a first marriage, especially for an upper-class woman. If 
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! Clodius’ legislation and his supporters were adopted by Antony.398 These 
included: 
o Sextus Cloelius, a former Clodian organiser, was recalled from exile; 
o Clodius’ son by Fulvia was promoted by Antony; 
o Old supporters of Clodius came out in support of Antony and were 

given prominent positions under him; 
o Given the murder of Curio after Actium, one can assume that Antony 

and Fulvia also promoted her son by Curio. 
! 44: Antony and Caesar were reconciled and were co-Consuls. 
! 15 March 44: Caesar was assassinated. Antony fled Rome but soon 

returned. Amnesty to the Conspirators was granted and peace seemed in 
the offing. 

! March 44: Antony, during his eulogy at Caesar’s funeral, ripped off 
Caesar’s toga, and displayed Caesar’s wounded body to the mob; Fulvia 
would have known, from the reaction of the mob to her display of 
Clodius’ body, the possible results of this action. 

! January 43: Antony was besieging Mutina and was about to be declared 
a public enemy. Fulvia and Julia (Antony’s mother) dressed in mourning 
and went to the senators’ houses to beg for leniency.  

! 43: Antony’s Consulship was supported by Fulvia and Fulvia was active 
during this period in the following ways:399 
o Deiotarus was confirmed in his kingdom (Galatia); 
o Fulvia was in camp with Antony at Brundisium when he executed 

mutinous soldiers; 
o Antony, possibly under Fulvia’s influence, conferred citizenship on 

Sicilians (Clodius’ clients from his Quaestorship). 
! 43: Fulvia’s daughter, Clodia/Claudia, at age 14, was betrothed to 

Octavian.400 
! 42: 1,400 wealthy women were assessed; they appealed to the Triumvirs’ 

female relatives: Octavia, sister of Octavian; Julia, mother of Antony; and 
Fulvia, wife of Antony. Julia and Octavia treated them well but Fulvia 

                                       
Fulvia had a husband before Clodius, the sources would have recorded it—Cicero would not 
have been able to help himself from mentioning it if Fulvia had had a fourth husband who 
had died or been divorced. Thus, Clodius must have been her first husband and 21-25 is too 
late for a first marriage (15-18 is more likely). For the age of girls at marriage see Hopkins, 
“The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage,” 309-327; Shaw, “The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage: 
Some Reconsiderations,” 43-44. Thus, she must have been born in the late 70s and not in 
the early 80s and she could not have been as old as Huzar believes upon her marriage to 
Antony. If she were born in the late 70s, c. 77, then she would been 15-19 at her first 
marriage to Clodius (taking place between 62 and 58). The most likely possibility is c. age 15 
in 62 B.C.E.  
398 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia,” 192-193. 
399 See Welch, “Antony, Fulvia,” 192-193. Babcock, “The Early Career,” 26. Babcock details 
Clodius’ political measures, which tended to be aimed at gaining the support of populares. 
For example, Clodius brought in free grain distribution and abolished the law that outlawed 
associations and guilds. This would, of course, be to his benefit when mob violence entered 
Rome and these groups supported him (and Fulvia). 
400 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 244: “When young Caesar married young Claudia, it was the 
importance of Fulvia and of Antony and not of Clodius that actuated the entanglement.” 
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had them expelled from her home. Fulvia’s son, Iullus, by Antony, was 
born.401 

! Early 41: Fulvia and Antony’s children appeared before the troops to 
remind them of their debts to Antony. Fulvia was trying to gain support 
throughout Italy for Antony. 

! 41: Antony’s brother, Lucius, was Consul but Cassius Dio alleges that 
Fulvia was the real power. 
o Lucius Antonius gained a triumph but only through Fulvia’s 

support.402  
! 41-40: Antony was in the East with Cleopatra; she was pregnant by 

Antony. 
! 40: Fulvia convinced Antony’s brother and his troops to fight Octavian in 

the Perusine War with the following results: 
o Octavian destroyed Perusia; 
o Fulvia fled to Antony in Greece and planned for the two of them to 

align with Sextus Pompey or Domitius Ahenobarbus to fight 
Octavian; 

o Antony had no interest in pursuing a fight against Octavian, perhaps 
due to the lure of the east. 

! Antony left Fulvia at Sicyon where she died shortly after, likely of an 
illness contracted during her travels 
 

 

E. Fulvia’s Marriage to P. Clodius Pulcher 

Fulvia’s first marriage was to P. Clodius Pulcher. Little is known of its origin. 

Babcock places it between 63 and 59/58.403 Virlouvet places it in 62 or 61.404 

Fischer places it in 58.405 Tatum places it between 63 and 60 based on their son, P. 

Claudius Pulcher, who was Praetor after Actium. Since the minimum age of a 

Praetor was lowered to 30 after Octavian became Augustus in 27 B.C.E., Pulcher 

the Younger’s birth must have been in 61 or that region, though 57 is not an 

impossible date if he was the minimum 30 in 27 B.C.E.406 When, then, did Fulvia 

and Clodius Pulcher marry? 

                                       
401 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 40 and 64, stemma. 
402 Cass. Dio. 48.4.1-6. 
403 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 4-6. 
404 Virlouvet, "Fulvia: The Woman of Passion," 66-80. 
405 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 8 and 65. 
406 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 60. Tatum states that he would have been too young to become 
Praetor until after Actium. This must have been after 27 B.C.E. when Augustus lowered the 
age of requirement for Praetors to 30. Before Augustus did this, the age requirement (as 
codified by Sulla) was 39. For the minimum age of 39 from Sulla on, see T. Corey Brennan, 
The Praetorship in the Roman Republic, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 2: 392. For 
the change to age 30, sometime after Octavian became Augustus in 27 B.C.E., and the 
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The likeliest answer is late 62 or early 61 during the consulship of L. 

Licinius Murena. The late date of 59/8 can likely be discarded given Fulvia’s then 

advanced age of nineteen. It is not impossible but is at the outer edges for age at 

first marriage. This is also a reason for rejecting an earlier date for her birth—at 

twenty-five, she would be too old for a first marriage around 60 B.C.E. were she 

born in the mid-80s.407 Clodius served under Murena in Gaul in 64 so it is unlikely 

that he would have met (or been made aware of Fulvia) before his return to Rome in 

63, though a meeting between the two would not have been necessary for an 

engagement. It is, however, likely that this contact with Murena gave one of the two 

men, if not both, the idea to suggest a marriage with Fulvia, given the convincing 

argument that Murena was Fulvia’s stepfather.408 By 62, P. Clodius Pulcher had 

returned to Rome and in December violated the Bona Dea Rites. The trial, which 

came about in early 61, was said to bankrupt him.409 Fulvia, as the inheritor of 

both the Fulvian and Sempronian gentes, was wealthy or had access to funds. Had 

the marriage not already been contracted before the trial, Clodius’ need for money 

may have precipitated an offer.410  

                                       
reasoning behind this, see Mary Harlow and Ray Laurence, Growing Up and Growing Old in 
Ancient Rome: A Life Course Approach (New York: Routledge, 2002), 106-114. The reasoning 
is that Augustus, at age 34, could not justify being princeps if all the magistrates were older 
than he. Following this, boys of the imperial family were given magistracies at increasingly 
lower ages. 
407 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 99. See above, p. 107, n. 386 and p.108, n. 
388. Fischer’s argument (Fulvia und Octavia, 8) adds to this. Fischer argues that Fulvia was 
born c. 75 B.C.E. based on the birth of her last child in 42. If she were born in the early 80s, 
she would be about 42 which is fairly late (though not impossible).  
408 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 4-8. Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 58ff. 
409 Tatum, The Patrician Tribune, 87; Cic. In Clod. et Cur. Fr.6. 
410 Diana Delia, “Fulvia Reconsidered,” Women’s History and Ancient History, ed. Sarah B. 
Pomeroy (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1991), 197-217. Delia argues 
against this theory as she believes that Fulvia would not have had great wealth of her own 
as her father was still alive at the time of her marriage and, in any case, gifts between 
spouses were prohibited. However, Terentia had great wealth that she administered on her 
own and that she offered to use to help Cicero when he was in exile (Cic. Fam. 8.1 (XIV.1)). 
Fulvia may have been given property as gifts by her father, mother, or stepfather. She may 
have inherited legacies and been allowed to administer them herself or simply administered 
them with the nominal guidance of a tutor. Also, given that this was a marriage of like-
minded families, it is not unreasonable to suppose that Fulvia’s father, mother, or 
stepfather, may have supported Clodius’ political bids financially—and though gifts between 
spouses were illegal, it does not mean that they did not occur. Delia’s article is largely a 
rebuttal of Babcock’s article but more recent scholarship (see Tatum, Huzar) has supported 
Babcock’s view that Fulvia was politically active before her marriage to Antony. 



  
 

 

113 

It is possible that the marriage may have been arranged before the trial and 

likely closely following Clodius’ return to Rome. Clodius may certainly have found 

Fulvia attractive for financial reasons but political reasons may also have been a 

factor. Clodius had clear populist leanings. By marrying Fulvia, he aligned himself 

with two, three if her stepfather Murena is counted, great plebeian families. This 

would have been a useful alliance for Clodius. From the point of view of Fulvia’s 

families, including her stepfather, an alignment with a member of a great patrician 

family, but one with political sympathies in keeping with their own, may have been 

seen as advantageous. Fulvia’s maternal aunt, another daughter of Tuditanus, has 

been identified as the Sempronia of Sallust’s Catiline;411this could have made the 

politics of Fulvia’s family obvious. As a result of this conjectured family connection 

to the Catilinarian Conspiracy, Fulvia was linked to a wide-ranging group of young 

rabble-rousing men (Clodius and Caelius and through them Curio and M. Antony) 

who had Catilinarian sympathies (if they were not outright supporters) and who 

were, or would soon develop into, populares.412 From Murena’s point of view, the 

marriage of a close relative, a stepdaughter, during his consulship could only be an 

enhancement to his prestige.413 Perhaps, also, their service in Gaul resulted in a 

certain like-mindedness or camaraderie that made a more formal connection 

desirable. It is probable, therefore, that the wedding took place sometime in 62. 

For Fulvia herself, it is difficult to ascribe motives to a young woman on her 

first marriage; as discussed above, we were not able to do so for Tullia’s first 

                                       
411 Barbara Weiden Boyd, “Virtus Effeminata and Sallust's Sempronia,” TAPA 117 (1987): 
183-201. Boyd writes (184): “Syme’s conjectural identification of Sempronia as sister of the 
Sempronia Tuditani filia who was mother of Fulvia is helpful as far as it goes, since Fulvia 
too was a woman of great renown, if not notoriety.” See Syme, Sallust, 133-135. Bauman, 
83. 
412 A. W. Lintott, “P. Clodius Pulcher—‘Felix Catilina?’,” Greece  and Rome, Second Series, 14 
(1967): 157-169. 158-159 for Clodius’ flirtation with Catiline. See also Tatum, Patrician 
Tribune, 57-62 and David F. Epstein, Personal Enmity in Roman Politics, 218-43 B.C. 
(London: Routledge, 1987), 120ff. For Caelius’ support of Catiline, see Cic. Cael. 10. Catiline 
was largely supported by young, disaffected, nobles and Curio and M. Antonius are likely 
fringe followers as well. Emiel Eyben, Restless Youth in Ancient Rome (London: Routledge, 
1993), 57-58, discusses the youth of Rome who were involved in various activities, including 
support of Catiline, and whom Cicero called “libidinosae et delicatae iuventutis” = “lecherous 
and effeminate youths.” 
413 See Treggiari, Terentia, 47, for the prestige attached (for both Cicero and the bridegroom) 
to a wedding from the Consul’s house and for Tullia’s wedding taking place while her father 
was Consul. If Fulvia’s father were only nominally involved, this honour would have passed 
to her stepfather making her marriage during his consulship a likelihood. 
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marriage to Piso and could merely speculate regarding Tullia’s second marriage to 

Crassipes. Fulvia was approximately fifteen at the time of this marriage—the same 

age Tullia was when she married Piso Frugi. To what extent was Fulvia queried on 

her wants in this marriage? As Tullia was twelve when engaged and Fulvia appears 

to have been closer to fifteen at the time of her engagement and marriage, perhaps 

Fulvia was consulted more than Tullia. Though Fulvia may have been a few years 

older during the marriage negotiations than Tullia had been, Fulvia’s first marriage 

may have been the purview of Fulvia’s stepfather, mother, and father as much as 

Tullia’s first marriage was. That being said, a fifteen-year-old Roman girl was a 

woman ready for marriage, not a child, and she may have been fairly politically 

aware. Fulvia’s maternal grandfather, Tuditanus, was said to be insane414 which 

may have resulted in Fulvia’s mother having more control over Fulvia and herself 

(and their finances and inheritances) than otherwise would be thought; Fulvia’s 

mother would live at least through 52 as she was a witness at Milo’s trial for the 

murder of her son-in-law, Clodius.415 Fulvia’s father seems to have been 

                                       
414 Val. Max. 7.8.1: Quam certae, quam etiam notae insaniae Tuditanus! = “How certain, how 
notorious even, was the insanity of Tuditanus!” Valerius Maximus continues to describe 
this: “He scattered coins among the public, he trailed his gown like a tragic robe in the 
Forum amid  guffaws of onlookers, he committed many similar extravagances. By his will he 
made his daughter his heir, which Ti. Longus, his nearest kin, tried unsuccessfully to cancel 
in the Court of a Hundred. For the Hundred thought that what was written in the will ought 
to be considered rather than who wrote it. Tuditanus’ life was crazy…” Shackleton Bailey’s 
translation, 179-181. Cf. Cic. Phil. 3.16. Valerius Maximus does state that Tuditanus was 
insane but it is the same basic story, with a few additions, as found in Cicero, where 
insanity is not specifically mentioned: “sed si Aricinam uxorem non probas, cur probas 
Tusculanum? quamquam huius sanctissimae feminae atque optimae pater, M. At[t]ius Balbus, 
in primis honestus, praetorius fuit: tuae coniugis, bonae feminae, locupletis quidem certe, 
Bambalio quidam pater, homo nullo numero. nihil illo contemptius qui propter haesitantiam 
linguae stuporemque cordis cognomen ex contumelia traxerit. “at avus nobilis.” Tuditanus 
nempe ille qui cum palla et cothurnis nummos populo de rostris spargere solebat. vellem hanc 
contemptionem pecuniae suis reliquisset! habetis nobilitatem generis gloriosam.” = “But if your 
don’t approve of a wife from Aricia, why do you approve of one from Tusculum? Particularly 
as the father of this blameless, excellent lady was Marcus Atius Balbus, a highly respected 
man of praetorian rank, whereas your wife, good lady that she is (rich, at all events), is the 
daughter of a certain Bambalio, a person of no consequence, in fact a contemptible being 
who got his opprobrious surname from his stammering tongue and dull wits. ‘Ah, but her 
grandfather was a nobleman!’ You mean Tuditanus, who used to throw coppers from the 
rostra amongst the crowd, dressed in a player’s robe and buskins. I could wish that his 
family had inherited his contempt for money! Well, gentlemen, there is a noble family to 
boast of!” Shackleton Bailey’s translation. Cicero, Philippics. Ed. and trans. D. R. Shackleton 
Bailey (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1986), 116-117.  
415 Asc. Mil. 40C. Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome, 84. 
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ineffectual.416 He is called “puzzling” and little is known about him other than that 

he may have lived into the forties and may have been alive when Fulvia married 

Antony.417 Even this is open to speculation. Fischer argues that it is impossible to 

know from the sources whether Fulvia’s father was even still alive in 52 when 

Clodius was killed thus making it possible that she was sui iuris even at that point 

as a manus marriage with Clodius would have been unlikely.418 As a result of this, 

Fulvia may have been much more aware of external factors on the choice of a 

husband than, for example, Tullia at age twelve (assuming marriage negotiations 

for Fulvia and Clodius had not begun much earlier than Clodius’ return to Rome 

from Gaul c. 62). Whether Fulvia was consulted extensively on the marriage or not, 

she did not remain a silent partner for long.  

Following the Bona Dea trial where Clodius was narrowly acquitted, largely 

through bribery, Clodius quit Rome to take up his Quaestorship in Sicily. This 

would certainly have been after his marriage to Fulvia though we cannot be certain 

if the marriage occurred before or after the Bona Dea trial. Clodius delayed leaving 

for Sicily as long as possible and likely did not leave until July.419 If he and Fulvia 

were married between mid-to-late 62 and early 61, then they had been married for 

as little as a few months or as much as a year when he left for Sicily. There is no 

record that she went with him to Sicily and, until the reign of Tiberius, it was not 

technically allowed for a wife to join her husband on his provincial tours; her job 

was to maintain his career in Rome and provide him with information via letters.420 

This does not mean that a wife always remained in Rome. Cicero himself, in his 

defence of Milo, argues that Fulvia and Clodius were never apart and always 

travelled together.421 If this habit formed early (if at all, considering this “fact” is 

part of Cicero’s defence of Milo), she may have visited him in Sicily, though it is 

impossible to know with certainty. Similarly, Murena, though there is no evidence, 

                                       
416 Bauman, Women and Politics in Ancient Rome, 83. Bauman calls him “ineffectual.” 
417 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 61. See also Cass. Dio. 45.47.4; 46.7.1; 46.28.1. 
418 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 34: most wives married sine manu by Cicero’s time. Fischer, 
Fulvia und Octavia, 18. 
419 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 89-90. 
420 Emily A. Hemelrijk, Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the Roman Elite from Cornelia to 
Julia Domna (London: Routledge, 1999), 10. 
421 Cic. Mil. 28 and 55. Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 20-21, citing Cicero also notes 
that Fulvia was with Antony at Brundisium in his military camp. 
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may also have visited.422 What is a certainty is that letters would have been 

exchanged and this may have been sufficient contact for plans to evolve.423  

  

 F. Clodius’ Rise to Tribune 

 What is apparent is that Clodius married into three staunchly plebeian 

families and less than a year later his agents in Rome were inquiring about his 

transfer to the plebeians.424 There was no hint, none that is extant in the record, 

that Clodius was planning this transfer before his marriage to Fulvia, though he 

certainly had populist leanings (or the ability to publicly support populist causes 

whatever his own views) as his support of the mutiny of soldiers in Asia against his 

brother-in-law, Lucullus, in 68 shows.425 In June of 60, after Clodius had returned 

to Rome and made his desire to be a plebeian and a Tribune public himself, Cicero 

wrote to Atticus: “Ille autem non simulat, sed plane tribunus pl. fieri cupit.” (“As for 

that man [Clodius], he is not pretending; he is really set upon becoming 

Tribune”).426 Cicero’s surprise indicates this plan was not a long-standing or well-

known one in Rome. The plausible explanation is that it solidified during his time 

in Sicily, perhaps due to his marriage alliance. As Tatum has noted, the transitio ad 

plebem was not often used, it was not a simple process, and it had a bad 

reputation.427 Would Clodius have thought of it independently? There may be no 

answer but the question seems related to Clodius’ politics in general, which were 

                                       
422 It is impossible to know if Murena was active following his consulship as the sources are 
silent. It is possible that he travelled and was in contact with Clodius. Murena won the 
consulship for 62 B.C.E. running against Catiline. Cicero defended him in 63 against 
charges of election fraud. He passed the lex Licinia Iulia while Consul but his activities after 
that remain unknown. “Licinius” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth 
Schneider (Brill, 2010). Brill Online. University of Calgary. 17 March 2010.  
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e704320 
423 Fischer supposes that she did not travel with either Clodius or Curio officially but that 
she and the children did travel with Clodius in Italy in the few years before his death. 
Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 22 and 65. 
424 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 96-97. 
425 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 61. Tatum argues that Clodius did not have “innate 
revolutionary tendencies” but was motivated by his arrogance and his perceived insult at 
Lucullus’ supposed lack of respect for him. 
426 Cic. Att. 21.5 = II.1.5; Antium (?) ca. June 3 (?) 60. Shackleton Bailey’s translation places 
Clodius’ name in the sentence to make the context clear. 
427 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 90-97. Tatum notes that a Servilius underwent transitio at the 
time of the Second Punic War but it was not seen again until Clodius and, possibly, P. 
Sulpicius Rufus in 88. Tatum notes that Sulpicius’ disastrous tribunate may have led to an 
anti-transitio movement that would have made Clodius less likely to seek such a path.  
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very different from those of his family. As Riggsby notes: “What has been less 

certain is the origin of Clodius’ taste for popularis politics.”428 He observes that this 

stance cannot be traced to the Bona Dea scandal itself as Cicero already referred to 

Clodius as such. It must predate this event but Riggsby has no first cause.429 The 

first cause could have been his marriage to Fulvia, or even the negotiations for that 

marriage. It is plausible that Clodius, already showing popularis leanings and 

interested in marrying into prominent plebeian families in order to impress and 

cement alliances, changed the pronunciation of his name to fully illustrate his 

populist politics. This led, naturally, to more populist politics and the best place to 

be a populist, and the best place to exercise power, was in the office of Tribune.  

The desire to become Tribune likely arose from his new adfines including 

Fulvia. This was a marriage of like-minded politicians. Fulvia, even at the tender 

age of fifteen, cannot have been ignorant or unaware of the possibilities. A patrician 

had married into three plebeian families. He was ambitious and canny. Her families 

had not held real political power in generations. Her father would be mocked by 

Cicero and her grandfather was seen as slightly insane (though from later sources, 

it is possible these views were present earlier).430 Though unnecessary to Clodius’ 

own ambition, it is not implausible to imagine a conversation with various members 

of his new family during which everyone agreed on the necessity of Clodius 

becoming Tribune. If Fulvia were in contact with him, either in person or by letters 

(which is highly likely given Cicero’s correspondence with Terentia), this not 

implausible scenario becomes even more probable. Small slights could become 

magnified by time, distance, and careful letter writing and increase his desire to 

exercise real power through the office of the Tribune. Certainly, the timing of the 

                                       
428 Riggsby, 122. 
429 Riggsby, 122. 
430 Cic. Phil. 3.16. Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 3-4. Cicero is obviously a late 
source for the mocking of Fulvia’s ancestors but her father’s cognomen, Bambalio, which is 
related to a speech impediment, and her maternal grandfather’s odd practice of throwing 
money from the Rostra would have made her family an object of ridicule even before Cicero 
wrote the Philippics. Cicero never actually stated that Tuditanus was insane—he simply 
mocked his odd behaviour. Babcock believes the cognomen itself shows that Bambalio was 
“something of a joke.” Fulvia’s father had also not held public office, that we are aware of, 
and this may also have been a source of public shame. Her grandfather, the feeble-
minded(?) Sempronius Tuditanus, also did not hold office though he was the son of the 
Consul of 129. This is a lowering of two families which likely made them ripe for ridicule 
long before Cicero wrote the Philippics. 
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marriage, followed closely by Clodius’ first long-distance attempts to become a 

plebeian, is temporally interesting. 

In 59, Clodius’ ambition (and Fulvia’s?) was realised when he was adopted 

into a plebeian family with the aid of Caesar and Pompey, who both desired to 

silence Cicero.431 In 58, as Tribune, Clodius succeeded in having Cicero, the very 

man who had broken Clodius’ alibi for the Bona Dea scandal, exiled. His tribunate 

was an interesting one. He showed himself to be no man’s lapdog; he was in pursuit 

of his own agenda.432 Fulvia may have influenced this agenda. As Babcock has 

argued: 

[Fulvia] would without a doubt have been able to impress her opinions on 
his legislation in the tribunate. Her force of personality as later documented 
and her everpresence at Clodius’ side both favor her involvement in his 
political activities, and the similarities noted in the legislative programs of 
her first two husbands support that view.433  
 

Fulvia’s marriage had, early on, become a political entity, if it had not actually 

started as one.434  

 

G. The Death of Clodius 

Six years passed, Cicero had returned from exile, and Rome was in the 

midst of partisan violence. Clodius was murdered by Milo on the Appian Way when 

the two met near Bovillae on 18 January 52. When Clodius’ body was returned, 

Fulvia showed it immediately to the crowd in her atrium.435 On the following 

morning, Fulvia left the body of Clodius stripped and unwashed and displayed it, 

naked and wounded, to the mob that appeared at her house; riots ensued, the 

Curia was burnt to the ground, and Rome was in chaos.436 Fulvia, who had acted 

                                       
431 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 108. Erich S. Gruen, “P. Clodius: Instrument or Independent 
Agent?,” Phoenix 20 (1966): 122. 
432 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 108. 
433 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 31. 
434 Fischer also sees influence but is less certain of the political nature of it, though on a 
personal level he sees Fulvia as a calming influence on Clodius. Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 
18.  
435 Asc. Mil. 32C. Asconius says that this was “in atrio domus.” 
436 Cass. Dio. 40.48-49. Asc. Mil. 32C. Asconius tells us that Fulvia planned to fan the anger 
of the crowd by showing the wounded body of Clodius to the crowd and displaying her 
excessive grief. 
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deliberately and publicly to make Clodius’ death and her private grief a political 

issue, was responsible. 

Though Geoffrey S. Sumi argues that the mob itself led to the violence in 

Rome following the death of Clodius, 437 he observes that: “Clodius’ wife Fulvia 

incited the crowd to even greater sympathy and anger by displaying Clodius’ naked 

corpse, wounds and all”438 and notes that “Antony would use similar means to 

incite the crowd at Caesar’s funeral in 44.”439 The connection between these two 

events was Fulvia. Fulvia had used this ploy at Clodius’ death and had seen the 

effect it had on a mob; she likely influenced Antony to use it again in 44. With 

Clodius’ death and the mob violence that followed, Fulvia was likely influencing, if 

not outright controlling, that mob.  

Modern crowd theory, according to Sumi, holds that crowds are egalitarian 

and, despite what sources such as Asconius say, do not take orders from leaders. 

Rather, orders move horizontally from one member of the crowd to the next.440 He 

concludes that this crowd existed without leaders and acted of its own volition: 

The mob at Clodius’ funeral was engendered by Fulvia, but once formed 
it ignored the commands of its supposed leaders and used the funeral 
ritual for its own purposes. It was the framework of the ritual itself, 
which would have been familiar to the crowd, that provided the guiding 
principle allowing the crowd to act without leaders. The ritual gave the 
crowd the focus, direction, and resolve that so astonished Dio. Moreover, 
under the aegis of the crowd the funeral ritual which traditionally had 
existed for the primary purpose of aristocratic display became a stage for 
the demonstration of the people’s power.441 

 

Fergus Millar, however, has argued convincingly that crowd violence could be 

                                       
437 Geoffrey S. Sumi, “Power and Ritual: The Crowd at Clodius’ Funeral,” Historia 46 (1997): 
80-102. Sumi argues that: “contrary to our best source for this event, it was not the mob 
leaders who orchestrated this violence, but rather the crowd itself which created an anti-
aristocratic funeral. The mob leaders acted at times in concert with the crowd, but 
ultimately the crowd itself took over and the violence went beyond what even the most 
ardent supporters of Clodius could have envisioned.” 
438 Sumi, “Power and Ritual,” 84. See also James S. Ruebel, “The Trial of Milo in 52 B.C.: A 
Chronological Study,” TAPA 109 (1979): 233. Fergus Millar, The Crowd in Rome in the Late 
Republic (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1991), 180-182. Millar, in his 
account of the death of Clodius and trial of Milo, does not mention Fulvia. 
439 Sumi, “Power and Ritual,” 84, n. 21. Sumi does not comment on whether or not Fulvia 
would have influenced Antony to act in this way following her own use of the same ploy at 
Clodius’ death. It seems probable that she would have. 
440 Sumi, “Power and Ritual,” 93. 
441 Sumi, “Power and Ritual,” 102. 
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provoked from above, significantly with examples of Clodius’ control of mob 

violence.442 Lily Ross Taylor has also demonstrated the importance of mob violence 

in republican Rome and the control men such as Clodius had over the mob.443  

 Consequently, it becomes plausible that Fulvia, who had provoked the mob in 

the first place and who logically could be seen as the inheritor of Clodius’ mob and 

the management thereof, was responsible for the growth or the reformation of the 

crowd throughout the day. Clodius had a wide-ranging network of supporters that 

he could rely on to demonstrate on his behalf and,444 though the mob that rioted in 

Rome following his death could not have been composed solely of these people, it 

could have been liberally seeded with them. The key participants in the mob, Q. 

Pompeius Rufus, C. Sallustius Crispus (Sallust), and T. Munatius Plancius,445 

could have stayed in contact with Fulvia, which would have given her a greater 

degree of control. By contacting Clodius’ supporters and inflaming them to act, 

Fulvia caused the crowd to continue to grow by gradually adding more and more 

people to it or, if it disbanded and reformed through the day, she could have sent 

out the call that caused it to reform. Similarly, if the crowd theory on horizontal 

decision-making is correct, it would not have been difficult for Fulvia to have 

several well-placed lieutenants (such as Q. Pompeius Rufus and T. Munatius 

Plancius) throughout the crowd with orders on what to encourage their fellow 

mobbers to do next. These orders would thus be what gave the mob the order and 

purpose that so astonished the ancient sources. Fulvia’s behaviour after the death 

of Clodius furthers the argument that she was fully aware of how to control public 

opinion and influence the minds of many people—her appearance, with that of her 

mother, at Milo’s trial did much to manipulate the outcome.446 

                                       
442 Millar, The Crowd in Rome, 136-137, 157, 180-181. For more on the plebs urbana see 
Nicholas Purcell, "The City of Rome and the plebs urbana in the late Republic" in The Last 
Age of the Roman Republic, 146–43 B.C., eds. J. A. Crook, Andrew Lintott and Elizabeth 
Rawson (Cambridge University Press, 1992). Cambridge Histories Online. Cambridge 
University Press. 29 October 2009 DOI:10.1017/CHOL9780521256032.020 
443 Lily Ross Taylor, Party Politics in the Age of Caesar (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1949), 25-50 and 68ff on the “hired followers” with particular reference to the 
influence of the mob violence instigated by Clodius in the 50s. 
444 Sumi, “Power and Ritual,” 87-91. 
445 Millar, The Crowd in Rome, 182-184. Asc. 40-41C and 50-51C. 
446 Dixon, “A Family Business,” 101. Dixon notes that “though affecting—it was a common 
feature of public trials” and states that this was Fulvia’s first “recorded public appearance.” 
However, Fulvia did appear publicly at her home with the body of Clodius to incite the crowd 
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H. Fulvia’s Marriage to C. Scribonius Curio 

Fulvia’s marriage to her second husband, C. Scribonius Curio, is also 

difficult to date but by narrowing the window, the timing helps illustrate how Fulvia 

continued to influence the politics of her day. Lacey puts the marriage “perhaps” in 

52 or 51.447 Fischer places it in 51 though he speculates that the couple would 

have met through Fulvia’s late husband, Clodius, by the fall of 53.448 Babcock 

believes it unlikely that Fulvia was remarried before April 52—it would have been 

awkward to appear in public at Milo’s trial as a mourning widow while also known 

as a bride. He argues for a date between April 52 and August 51 when Caelius 

informed Cicero that Curio planned to stand for the tribunate.449 However, if we 

accept that most women would have waited approximately ten months before 

remarrying,450 it is unlikely that Fulvia would have remarried before quite late in 52 

or early in 51. Cicero was in Rome through 52 for Milo’s trial. He left for Cilicia in 

May of 51 and was out of Rome until November of 50. It is unlikely that the 

marriage of Fulvia and Curio took place during this time. If it had, one of his 

correspondents with a penchant for gossip, such as Caelius who certainly informed 

him of other news related to personal issues, is sure to have written to him of it.451 

The most likely period during which Fulvia and Curio married was between 

(approximately) November of 52 and May of 51 by the current calendar. This 

narrows the window considerably to six months. 

Temporally, this marriage probably took place just before (by three to nine 

months) Curio’s announcement that he would run for Tribune in July.452 Babcock 

                                       
and her appearance at the trial may have been related to her ability to affect the crowd. It 
may have had more impact, therefore, than the usual appearance of a wife at a trial. 
447 W. K. Lacey, “The Tribunate of Curio,” Historia 10 (1961): 318-329. 318. 
448 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 65 (for chronology) and 20 (for speculation on meeting in 
Clodius’ and Fulvia’s house during political meetings). 
449 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 9, n. 19.  
450 See above p. 91, n. 327, citing Evans-Grubbs, Gardner, and Hanson for the evidence 
behind this rule and some questions regarding it.  
451 It is possible that the marriage took place after Cicero had left Rome and that the letter 
mentioning it has not been preserved. If that speculation is likely, it still seems probable 
that anything newsy about Curio’s personal life involving Fulvia would have been passed on 
to Cicero. 
452 Cic. Fam. 81 (VIII.4), Caelius Rufus to Cicero, Rome, 1 August 51. In this letter, Caelius 
informs Cicero that Curio has announced that he would run for a vacancy in the tribunate 
following the conviction of the Tribune-Elect Servaeus. This has concerned some but Caelius 
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argues that Fulvia: “most likely married Curio, already a young man of influence 

and connections though only a quaestorius, as he prepared for the office in which 

Clodius had made his mark.”453 The reverse is also a logical possibility given the 

timing of events. It is as possible that Curio married Fulvia as part of his decision 

to run for Tribune with his new wife and her connection to Clodius as a launching 

pad. Though Curio may already have planned to follow his father into the tribunate, 

Fulvia’s influence cannot be underestimated, especially as Curio’s father had died 

in 53 before the marriage. In short, Curio married Fulvia, an opportunity arose 

unexpectedly for Curio to become Tribune almost immediately, and Curio took it. 

Lacey has shown, convincingly, that Curio was unlikely to have been bribed by 

Caesar and was, in fact, more independent politically than has been thought.454 

Marriage to the wealthy Fulvia also makes bribery less likely but dependence is still 

a possibility—though dependence on Fulvia, not Caesar. Given the elder Curio’s 

political leanings as a friend of Cicero and an anti-Caesarian, Curio’s marriage to 

Fulvia cannot be seen as anything other than a rejection of his father’s political 

views—he had married the widow of his father’s friend’s archenemy. In February 

50, Caelius wrote to Cicero to tell him that Curio had become a Caesarian and to 

inform him of various laws the Curio was proposing;455 scholars have noted a 

remarkable similarity among the laws of Curio and those of Clodius. Fulvia as the 

link is apparent.456 The following year was tumultuous. Curio fled to Caesar’s side 

and was sent to fight in Africa. He died fighting Juba on 24 August 49. Fulvia 

would be available again but was likely pregnant with Curio’s child at the time of 

his death thus delaying remarriage.457 

                                       
was (supposedly) convinced of Curio’s pro-Senate leanings in the wake of Caesar’s refusal to 
loan money to Curio. As Shackleton Bailey notes, this is a difficult passage but, evidently, 
rather than wait for the following year’s elections, Curio had decided to run in a by-election 
for a vacant seat. See Shackleton Bailey, Letters to Friends, 1: 358, n. 2). 
453 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 25. 
454 W. K. Lacey, “The Tribunate of Curio,” Historia 10 (1961): 318-329.  
455 Cic, Fam. 88.4-5 (VIII.6.4-5): Caelius Rufus to Cicero, Rome, February 50. Caelius 
explained that Curio had not won the issue of intercalation and had gone over to Caesar and 
proposed two new bills about roads and food. 
456 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 30-31. 
457 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 18. Cass. Dio. 51.2.5 on Curio junior’s death at 
the hand of Octavian. Syme, Roman Revolution, 299. “Scribonius Curio, however, was 
executed—perhaps this true son of a loyal and spirited father disdained to beg for mercy: his 
mother Fulvia would have approved.” Fischer (Fulvia und Octavia, 65) places the birth of 
Curio’s son in 50 (49?). It is difficult to date exactly when he would have been born; a range 
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I. Fulvia’s Marriage to M. Antonius 

At the end of August 49, Fulvia found herself widowed for the second time. 

The negotiations with candidates for the role of Fulvia’s third husband would have 

begun soon after—or had already been decided if Cicero’s accusations of an earlier 

relationship with Antony are to be believed.458 But, if the ten-month mourning 

period needed to be observed, Fulvia would not have been ready to marry before 

June of 48 at the earliest.459  

Antony appears not to have been immediately interested in marrying Fulvia. 

In late 48, Antony was back in Rome and had been given charge of Italy by Caesar. 

He appeared incompetent, wild, and reckless and was busy with Volumnia Cytheris 

the mime-actress.460 He was likely having money issues, as lack of funds seems to 

have been a constant problem for Antony.461 Antony had mob experience as 

evidenced by his use of his clients in 50 to achieve the augurship.462 In 48, he was 

in the process of touring Italy with his mother and Volumnia Cytheris. His 

association with Volumnia Cytheris, the freed slave and mime actress of Volumnius 

Eutrapelus, is curious. Welch points out that Antony was known for gambling, 

drinking, and “wenching” and that the wenching actually “furthered his career 

dramatically.”463 As much as Cicero disapproved, there was likely a purpose to 

associating with an actress or his mother would not have followed suit. Plutarch 

                                       
of sometime in 50 to February/March 48 is the most likely making Fulvia a widow with an 
infant or a pregnant widow at Curio’s death. 
458 Cic. Phil. II.48. 
459 See above, p. 91, n. 327. If confusion of the blood was the reason for the ten-month 
period, we might wonder if the Romans would be satisfied with evidence of a lack of 
pregnancy. If they were, then a wait of five to six months seems the minimum and January 
or February of 48 would be the absolute earliest date that I would think Fulvia would 
remarry following the death of Curio. If she were pregnant at the time of Curio’s death, then 
she would likely be free to marry following the birth. We do not know when that would be, 
however. Also it may have suited Fulvia’s purposes to play the bereaved widow for a time. 
Fischer (Fulvia und Octavia, 65) writes that Fulvia lived as a widow in Rome with her 
children until 46. 
460 Cic. Phil. II.57-58. Cic. Att. 10.10.5.3: hic tamen Cytherida secum lectica aperta portat, 
alteram uxorem. septem praeterea coniunctae lecticae amicarum; et sunt amicorum. “But this 
worthy here [Mark Antony] is carrying Cytheris around with him in an open litter, a second 
wife. Seven other litters are attached, containing mistresses; and there are some containing 
friends.”   
461 See Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 99. 
462 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia, and the Ghost of Clodius,” 185. 
463 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia, and the Ghost of Clodius,” 185. 
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observes that Volumnia Cytheris was a “great favourite”464 among the people. Since 

she was clearly a very popular actress, there may have been some cachet involved 

in Antony attaching himself to her. She was his celebrity endorsement. Also, her 

patron, Volumnius Eutrapelus, was connected to both sides of every conflict. He 

protected Atticus and Atticus returned the favour; he invited Cicero to dinner and, 

though annoyed at the presence of Volumnia Cytheris, Cicero could not completely 

ignore Eutrapelus and could not afford to annoy him given his connection to 

Caesar.465 As seen with Tullia, he was also on good terms with Dolabella. A 

connection to Volumnia Cytheris and, through her, to her patron, may have been 

politically advantageous for Antony. 

Nevertheless, there were problems in Italy under Antony and Caesar was 

forced to return to Rome to rebuke Antony. Antony was stripped of his position and 

Italy was given to Lepidus.466 This would have been a humiliating stumbling block 

for Antony. Shortly after, in 47, Antony charged his wife, Antonia, with adultery—

interestingly, with Tullia’s Caesarian husband Dolabella who was Antony’s main 

political rival in Rome. Antonia was repudiated and Antony was free to marry again 

while keeping part of Antonia’s dowry and hurting his political enemy’s 

reputation.467 He married Fulvia who, as Fischer argues, would not have been 

unknown to Caesar, as she had been married to two of his chief supporters.468 The 

exact date of the marriage is, again, unknown. It is placed sometime in 47-46. Most 

scholars place it indecently close to his divorce with Fischer placing it in 46.469 

Babcock believes Fulvia insisted that they legitimize their long-standing 

relationship.470 Welch points out that it was this marriage that brought Antony 

back into Caesar’s fold. To Antony, Fulvia “could offer any new husband her money, 

                                       
464 Plut. Ant. 9.4. 
465 Giusto Traina, “Lycoris the Mime,” Roman Women, ed. A. Fraschetti (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 95-96. Treggiari, Terentia, 89. Treggiari provides a 
convincing argument for Dolabella’s and Antony’s connection to Eutrapelus and the 
Caesarian party. 
466 Plut. Ant., 9-10, tells us that Dolabella was pardoned by Caesar and that Lepidus was 
chosen as co-Consul with Caesar; Antony was left out of the running—a real blow and a slap 
to the face. See also, Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 99. 
467 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia, and the Ghost of Clodius,” 192. 
468 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 28. 
469 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 65. 
470 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 13. 
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her talents as a political organizer, and the clientela she had retained in the city.”471 

It is tempting to think that Caesar told Antony to straighten up and marry Fulvia 

but we simply do not know this with any certainty. The timing is suspicious and 

the results are intriguing: a slap from Caesar resulted in marriage to Fulvia, after 

which Antony’s personality underwent a radical change. As Babcock notes, “when 

Caesar's displeasure became clear, Antony changed his ways and settled down to 

marry Fulvia.”472 Huzar is more specific: 

Antony’s marriage to his third wife, Fulvia, followed his divorce so swiftly 
that one suspects that he noticed Antonia’s adultery only when the divorce 
was useful to free him for his next bride. Perhaps Fulvia prompted him to 
notice it. Fulvia was to be a dominant force in Antony’s political life until her 
death in 40 B.C. Fulvia was a manager, and Antony was manageable. She 
had already been married to two close friends of Antony: Publius Clodius, 
then Gaius Scribonius Curio. Yet, from 58 B.C., she may have had a liaison 
with Antony. After Curio's death, her association with Antony was renewed, 
and they married in 47 or 46 B.C. This marriage represented Antony's new 
adherence to duty after the censure by Caesar. By late Republican 
standards, the marriage was suitable….Her substantial wealth could help to 
relieve Antony's constant debts. Her family, like Antony’s, was of plebeian 
nobility.473 
 

Antony married Fulvia and he changed. He gave up his lover and settled 

down; as Fischer notes, this was also what Clodius had done on marrying Fulvia.474 

Antony also became much more shrewd, politically, under her guidance. As Huzar 

notes: 

Fulvia’s dominant characteristic seems her drive for and manipulation of 
political power. She had encouraged the active political careers of both her 
previous husbands. Antony’s career, although temporarily shadowed by 
Caesar’s criticisms, could still rise to great prominence. Fulvia had always 
supported pro-Caesarian men, and she acutely appraised the Republic’s 
need of powerful leaders.…During the years of their marriage Antony was at 
his peak of political astuteness and ambition. Throughout his career he 
reached his finest under strong leadership, and the leadership could come 
from a woman as well as a man. Living with Fulvia, he almost won control of 
the Roman world.475 
 

                                       
471 Welch, “Antony, Fulvia, and the Ghost of Clodius,”192. 
472 Babcock, “The Early Career of Fulvia,” 11. 
473 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 99. Repeated almost verbatim in Huzar, 
Mark Antony, 70. 
474 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 18.  
475 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 100. 
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Fulvia not only “appraised the Republic’s need of powerful leaders,” but she also 

seems to have helped create them by managing and guiding these three men. 

Antony is the last example of this.  

  

 J. Fulvia’s Influence: Caesar’s Funeral, Working for Antony, the Perusine War 

 An example of Fulvia’s managing of Antony comes immediately after Caesar’s 

death. First, as discussed above regarding Servilia, it is improbable to suppose that 

Servilia was active in the Liberators’ camp but that Fulvia was not equally active in 

the Caesarian camp (not as a Caesarian but as an Antonian). Evidence is lacking. 

More substantial is the evidence for her influence at Caesar’s funeral where Antony 

delivered the eulogy and incited the crowd by showing Caesar’s wounds to them.476 

The similarity between this and Fulvia’s showing of Clodius’ wounds some eight 

years earlier has been noted though it often goes without comment as to the deeper 

influence of Fulvia.477 It is credible that Antony showed Caesar’s wounds to the 

crowd because Fulvia explained both the action and the results based on her 

knowledge of what had happened when she had showed the body of Clodius to the 

mob. She would be wrong but it was the thought that counted. The action was 

atypical of Antony’s pre-Fulvia behaviour. As Huzar has pointed out, Antony’s 

“natural skills” did not include “political manipulation, guile, [or] complex 

planning.”478 Fulvia’s did. She had already shown that she had the guile to 

manipulate a crowd with complex political planning—she did so at Clodius’ funeral 

and it is unlikely that she had forgotten that lesson. Fulvia was in control of 

                                       
476 App. B Civ. 2.146. Cass. Dio. 44.35 (for the showing of wounds), 36-49 (for Antony’s 
speech), and 50 (for the reaction of the mob which was inflamed). 
477 Sumi, “Power and Ritual,” 84, n. 21. Sumi notes that Antony used similar means to 
Fulvia but does not comment on what this could mean. Babcock, “The Early Career of 
Fulvia,” 21, n. 34. Babcock argues for Fulvia’s behaviour being natural but for this also 
being the root of future behaviour. He writes: “The dramatic appearance of Fulvia and her 
mother at the trial of Milo (Asc., 35) and Fulvia's tearful showing of the body and its wounds 
to the crowd on the day of the murder (28), natural as both gestures may have been, 
foreshadow Fulvia's use of herself and her family in the struggle for power after Caesar's 
death.” Note 34 to this passage reads: “And perhaps Antony's own performance before the 
body of Caesar (Dio, XLIV, 35, 4 and 50, 1-the speech is 36-49).”  Thus, for Babcock, the 
behaviour of Antony at Caesar’s funeral is linked to Fulvia’s behaviour at the death of 
Clodius. 
478 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 100. Unfortunately, Huzar does not cite 
any evidence for this nor does she explain what Antony’s natural skills actually were. 
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Antony’s actions.479 

Fulvia was wrong: Antony could not wrest control of Rome from Octavian. 

But, that did not mean that Fulvia and Antony were unimportant. Fulvia continued 

to influence things both publicly and privately indicating that she was personally 

very interested in the public situation in Rome. Her activities also show that 

political concerns were a large part of her marriage as she and Antony worked 

toward the same goals, for a time. As Tullia’s decision to marry Dolabella likely had 

political underpinnings, so too did Fulvia’s actions during her marriage to Antony 

have political motives.  

In 43, Fulvia’s daughter Claudia, from her marriage to Clodius, was 

betrothed to Octavian in order to cement relations between the two Triumvirs.480 

Claudia would have been approximately fourteen and Octavian about twenty. As 

Tatum has noted, “When young Caesar married young Claudia, it was the 

importance of Fulvia and of Antony and not of Clodius that actuated the 

entanglement.”481 Fulvia was still politically important enough to warrant 

consideration. 

Later in 43, while besieging Mutina, Antony was about to be declared a 

public enemy (hostis) in Rome. Fulvia and Julia (Antony’s mother) dressed in 

mourning and went to the senators’ houses to beseech them the night before the 

deliberations; they also waylaid the senators in the streets on the day of the 

meeting. This action did not succeed but they expected this to work.482 The actions 

of Fulvia are reminiscent of her behaviour at Milo’s trial when she and Sempronia 

appeared dressed in mourning as a way of influencing the jury; the understanding 

of politics and appealing to sympathy are the same. According to Cornelius Nepos, 

                                       
479 Fischer, Fulvia und Octavia, 31, also discusses Fulvia’s political actions involving Antony 
following the death of Caesar. 
480 Plut. Ant. 20. Plutarch refers to her as Clodia but Suetonius (Aug. 62) calls her Claudia. 
As Tatum points out, her name would likely have remained Claudia as her father’s adoption 
of the Clodius pronunciation was not a legally recognised name change and may, if Tatum is 
correct, have had no political overtones but simply have been related to the faddish 
pronunciation of his social group. This pronunciation was dropped by Clodius’ son (ILS 882) 
and likely by his daughter as well. See Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 248. However, it is probable 
that Claudia would have been called Clodia while her father was alive, in keeping with his 
own pronunciation.  
481 Tatum, Patrician Tribune, 244.  
482 App. B Civ. 3.51-3.61. Huzar sees Fulvia’s actions as having gained her “critical support.” 
See Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 101. 



  
 

 

128 

when Antony was declared hostis, his enemies turned on Fulvia to add insult to 

injury. She was protected only by aid from Atticus, Cicero’s long-standing 

correspondent and friend. Antony would not forget Atticus’ kindness and 

reciprocated by removing Atticus’ name from the proscription lists.483 This 

demonstrates again the intricacies of familial involvement in political decision-

making and the ability, and likely the duty, of a wife to campaign actively on behalf 

of her husband as Terentia had for Cicero when he had been exiled. 

Fulvia’s influence continued to grow. In 42, the Triumvirs levied a tax 

against the 1,400 wealthiest Roman women. As a first course of action, these 

women, led by Hortensia, appealed to the Triumvirs’ female relatives in order to 

have them intercede with the Triumvirs. Women as political intermediaries were 

alive and well. Julia, mother of Antony, and Octavia, sister of Octavian, greeted the 

women warmly. Fulvia had them thrown from her house, according to the ancient 

sources—written later and influenced by the winning side. This had the 

unfortunate consequence of forcing the women to appeal directly to the Triumvirs 

and the people of Rome in the Forum. When the Triumvirs realised the extent of 

public support, they backed down.484 But, Fulvia’s actions were what forced this 

issue; her actions were directly related to politics and her position as Antony’s wife. 

As Cluett has argued:  

Together, Fulvia and the triumvirs had assaulted two important sources of a 
Roman matron’s power: her control of her wealth, and her access to other 
women of her own class and, through these women, to influence with their 
husbands and other male kin. Fulvia’s refusal to receive Hortensia was a 
private social outrage which sparked a public social protest.485  
 

It also moved anger away from the triumvirs and landed it squarely on Fulvia. The 

possibility always exists, as well, for this to have been an episode of Augustan 

propaganda. By centring this episode on Fulvia, the sources created a handy 

scapegoat for the anger of the women while drawing attention away from Octavian’s 

                                       
483 Cornelius Nepos, Life of Atticus 9.1-10.6, trans. J.C. Rolfe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1984), 301-305. Nepos contradicts Appian when he states that Antony was 
declared an enemy and it is due to this that Fulvia was being persecuted by Antony’s 
enemies and was aided by Atticus. See Bauman, Women and Politics, 85-86. Bauman writes 
that “Fulvia showed great strength of character” while Atticus “showed his complete lack of 
ideological bias.” 
484 App. B Civ. 4.3; 4.5; 4.11; 4.32-34; 4.96; Plut. Ant. 21; Val. Max. 8.3.3; Cass. Dio. 47.14-
17. Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 101. 
485 Cluett,  “Roman Women and Triumviral Politics,” 73. 
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role in the original levy. They also presented Fulvia’s outrageous behaviour as a foil 

for the proper behaviour of other women in using the correct method of political 

intervention (as women-to-women-to-men intermediaries) and for the 

unimpeachable behaviour of Antony’s next wife, Octavia. 

The last year of Fulvia’s life shows two more incidents that relate to her 

political power. Fulvia had devoted herself to obtaining political power for herself 

and her husbands. Her last husband was being threatened and she reacted. Huzar 

summarizes the events: 

Antony’s family and followers recognized the threat in Octavian’s successes 
and protested his actions. Lucius Antonius, loyal to his older brother, was 
consul for 41 B.C. But Fulvia appears the driving force in the events of 41-
40 B.C. She was essentially if not nominally the commander-in-chief of a 
military force…. She and Lucius worked to discredit Octavian and to 
cultivate good will widely among the government officials, the propertied 
classes, and the army and veterans. Civil war threatened. Fulvia was bribing 
Octavian’s army to mutiny; then, early in 41 B.C., Fulvia, backed by her 
children and Lucius Antonius, came before the troops to remind them that 
Antony as well as Octavian had provided land grants to the veterans and to 
urge them not to forget that Antony was their dominant patron.486  
 

Fulvia was engaged in a final fight with Octavian for political supremacy and the 

support of the troops on behalf of her family (husband and children). She used any 

means at her disposal, including her children, as part of a bid for sympathy. This is 

not so very dissimilar from the actions already used by Fulvia: weeping over the 

wounded body of Clodius, appearing at Milo’s trial in mourning, or beseeching the 

senators while dressed in mourning as Antony was about to be declared hostis. All 

of these actions were bids for popular support and sympathy and many of them 

worked.  

Her last effort would lead, ultimately, to her demise. In 40, Antony was out 

of Italy; he was in the east with Cleopatra and his interest in the western world 

appeared to be waning.487 Fulvia convinced Antony’s brother and his troops to fight 

                                       
486 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 102. Livy, Epit. 125; App. B Civ. 5.14; 5.19; 
Cass. Dio 48.11. 
487 App. B Civ. 5.19.75. Judith Hallett, “Perusinae Glandes and the Changing Image of 
Augustus,” The American Journal of Ancient History 2 (1977) 151-171. Hallett notes (162), as 
others have, the commonly held ancient theory on why Fulvia started the war: jealousy of 
Cleopatra. I doubt this was Fulvia’s main reason but it is clear from Antony’s behaviour that 
his interest in the west was not as great as it had once been. Cleopatra, the wealth of Egypt, 
and the riches of the east may certainly have tempted him to abandon the west in favour of 
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Octavian in the Perusine War. She and Lucius raised six legions and were beaten 

by Octavian only when besieged at Perusia with inadequate provisions while 

Antony’s other troops failed to act due to lack of orders from Antony.488 Her failure, 

due in no small part to the inaction of her hesitant and indecisive husband, would 

follow as would Antony’s abandonment of her. Her death came quickly after 

Antony’s rejection of her. As Fulvia was already making new political plans to ally 

with Sextus Pompey in order to continue the fight against Octavian, it is unlikely 

that she died due to rejection.489 She simply became ill and died.  

Fulvia was, at heart, a political animal and her marriages show this. She 

married P. Clodius Pulcher just before his populist rise to power. It is possible she 

influenced his rise. The same can be said for her marriage to C. Scribonius Curio 

and certainly of her marriage to Antony, who was in a downward spiral before 

Fulvia’s influence. As Huzar notes: “She had been a strong woman, passionately 

committed to her political and even military activities. Some of Antony’s ambition 

since 45 B.C., much of his brutality, and even part of his steel had been drawn 

from the force of this wife.”490 This can be said of all three of Fulvia’s husbands—

not just the last. In keeping with other women of her time and social status, Fulvia, 

like Servilia, Clodia, and even Tullia, was able to take part in and influence events 

beyond the traditional role usually ascribed to Roman women and wives. Fulvia 

also shows, as other women had, that acting publicly in support of shared 

familial/political goals was not unknown to women in the late Republic. 

 

 

 

                                       
the wealthy eastern areas. See Emilio Gabba, “The Perusine War and Triumviral Italy,” 
Harvard Studies in Classical Philology 75 (1971): 139-160. Gabba notes that after Philippi, 
Antony’s attentions turned eastward: “When, after the battle of Philippi in 42 B.C., the two 
victorious Triumvirs divided the political and military tasks, Antony kept for himself those 
which were connected with the reorganization of the eastern portion of the Empire. He 
evidently considered these to be more important and more promising for the future.” 
488 Huzar, “Mark Antony: Marriages vs. Careers,” 102. See also Livy, Epit. 125; App. B Civ. 
5.24; 5.29; 5.31; Vell. Pat. 2.74.3; Cass. Dio 48.10; 48.13; 48.22. Gabba, “The Perusine War 
and Triumviral Italy,” 149-150. Gabba points out that Antony’s answers to queries must 
have been “ambiguous; in a letter Antony made reference to the necessity of defending his 
own dignitas: an old argument that could justify every kind of interpretation.” See App. B 
Civ. 5.29 for the letter (which Appian doubted was genuine).  
489 Huzar, Mark Antony, 135. 
490 Eleanor Goltz Huzar, Mark Antony: A Biography (London: Routledge, 1986), 135. 
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K. Conclusions: Tullia versus Fulvia 

Comparisons both of Tullia and Fulvia and of their marriages reveal 

similarities which may be startling as they are between Cicero’s daughter and his 

archenemy and executioner. Had the comparison been between two other upper-

class Roman women, perhaps the commonalities would not be unexpected. Both 

women married in the late teens, were widowed, married for a second time (one 

would have a marriage end in divorce and the other in death), and then re-married 

again. The overlapping nature of these basic facts should come as no surprise 

based on demographic studies of ancient Rome. What may come as a surprise is 

the overtly political overtones to at least four of the six marriages and the fact that 

it was the women—not their male relatives, be they paterfamilias, brother, or 

guardian—who sought out these political alliances. In light of the evidence found in 

Cicero’s letters, Shackleton Bailey’s assertion that “Not all marriages were politically 

significant (Tullia's husbands seem to have been selected on purely social and 

personal grounds)”491 seems erroneous. While not all marriages in Rome may have 

been related to politics, a fair number, particularly at the level of society populated 

by women such as Fulvia and Tullia, certainly seem to have been. It appears to be 

the case that Tullia’s marriages, especially the last to Dolabella, were not based on 

social or personal reasons. Rather, political considerations were underlying 

concerns for women of Tullia’s social status in making marriage alliances and in 

their behaviour during the marriage, as seen with Fulvia. This adds to the display 

of women in Cicero’s letters as active and engaged with wide-ranging pursuits. 

!

3. Atticus and Terentia: Cicero’s Two Spouses 

An investigation into the marriages of Tullia leads, naturally, to Cicero’s own 

marriage. If Cicero’s daughter, and other women of her circle, were politically active 

in their marriages, then likely Terentia was as well. Also, Cicero’s portrayal of his 

own wife and marriage informs as to the lived reality and/or expectations of late-

Republican women. There is not enough evidence to discuss his marriage to 

Publilia but the long marriage to Terentia provides a wealth of information. Rather 

                                       
491 D. R. Shackleton Bailey, “The Roman Nobility in the Second Civil War,” Classical 
Quarterly, n.s. 10 (1960): 267.  
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than examine the financial basis or breakdown of their relationship,492 his 

relationship with Terentia will be contrasted with his relationship with Atticus. It 

will become clear that for Cicero, as will also be seen in the Julio-Claudian epitaphs 

from the first century C.E., marriage was a partnership and a friendship 

comparable to that found between two men. This is an idea that is not widely 

accepted. David Konstan does not see Roman marriage described in terms of 

friendship except in Catullus and Statius and he sees these as unusual.493 But 

after a thorough examination of the sources, the evidence shows that the 

demonstration of friendship was more important in the portrayal of Roman 

marriage.494 It was not based on romantic love or ideals related to sexual morality 

though it was, ostensibly, for the production of legitimate Roman children. In the 

daily life of Roman couples, however, it was a partnership of two people with joint 

interests who were companions, confidants, and supporters of one another. This 

has been seen, already, in Fulvia’s support of her husbands. A comparison of 

Cicero’s correspondence with and about Terentia to his correspondence with his 

good friend Atticus shows that the friendship of a marriage was not dissimilar to 

the friendship of two males. If anything, one might think Cicero’s relationship with 

Atticus to be more emotional and needy than his relationship with Terentia. 

 

 

                                       
492 There has been less written specifically on Terentia. Almost any biography of Cicero will 
discuss Terentia but there have been few studies of her, specifically, and these often overlap 
with studies of Tullia. The most notable and recent study on Terentia, which also discusses 
Tullia, is Treggiari’s Terentia, Tullia, and Publilia; it is to be recommended. Other studies that 
mention or discuss Terentia in passing or in depth include Richard A. Bauman, Women and 
Politics in Ancient Rome (London: Routledge, 1992). Teresa Carp, “Two Matrons of the Late 
Republic,” Women’s Studies 8 (1981): 189-200. Jo-Marie Claassen, “Documents of a 
Crumbling Marriage: The Case of Cicero and Terentia,” Phoenix 50 (1996): 208-232. Suzanne 
Dixon, “A Family Business: Women’s Role in Patronage and Politics at Rome 80-44 B.C.,” 
Classica et Mediaevalia 34 (1983): 91-112. Dixon, “Family Finances. Tullia and Terentia,” 
Antichthon 18 (1984): 78-101. Anthony Everitt, Cicero: A Turbulent Life (London: John 
Murray Publishers Ltd, 2001). Elizabeth Rawson, Cicero (Plymouth: Allen Lane, 1975). 
Susan Treggiari, Roman Marriage: Iusti Coniuges From the Time of Cicero to the Time of Ulpian 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).   
493 Konstan, Friendship, 146. 
494 This has already been noted by Sigismund-Nielsen in her examination of epithets in 
general. Her findings show a pattern of commemoration concentrating on spousal 
friendship, through the use of carissima, and a corresponding lack of sexual virtues. She has 
not, however, examined her spousal category by the various terms as the present study 
does. See Roman Relations, 139 and “Interpreting Epithets,” 188ff.  
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A. Cicero’s Use of Epithets 

In an attempt to categorise the emotional relationship between Cicero and 

Terentia, it is useful to examine the epithets that Cicero used about Terentia and 

about other people in general. In the epitaphs, as we will see in Chapter 3, epithets 

are a very good way at getting to the personal feelings (or the idealisation of 

personal feelings) that epitaph purchasers wished to convey in their portrayal of the 

deceased. Though used abundantly in the epitaphs and in other authors, Cicero 

avoids them. His most usual epithet was optimus/a, which he used in a very 

respectful way of both men and women and usually in a formal context.495 He did 

not apply these epithets to Atticus and only rarely applied them to Terentia. 

Applying personal or sentimentalizing epithets was not how Cicero showed his 

feelings. He did this in other ways. 

First, Cicero tended to end his letters to personal friends and family with 

some form of “cura ut valeas” or “take care of your health.” Cicero used this phrase 

particularly in letters to Atticus.496 However, this usage alone could indicate very 

little of importance. This could be the email equivalent of “Best Wishes”—a simple 

way of signing off with little deeper meaning. It is reading too much into this phrase 

to then give significance to the lack of it. If Cicero left it off the vast majority of his 

letters, it cannot have been that indicative of his close feelings. It was missing in 

the last extant letter from Cicero to Terentia before their divorce. This letter is also 

often used as evidence of the breakdown of their marriage.497 In Cicero’s last letter 

to his wife, he writes: 

                                       
495 The stem appears 81 times in his letters to Atticus and 133 times in his letters to 
Friends. The difference should not surprise as Atticus was a more personal correspondent 
than many of those found in the Familiares. The book of letters with the greatest number of 
uses (23) is Book XIII, the book of public letters that Cicero himself was thought to have 
edited for publication; this adds to the public and formal undertone of optima/us. See Rees, 
“Letters of Recommendation and the Rhetoric of Praise,” 152, for this book having been 
reworked by Cicero himself. 
496 This search was done using Packard Humanities. It is a basic search to give an idea of 
usage and is not intended to be exhaustive. A search of “valeas” found 101 matches with 
sixty-two of them in Cicero’s letters. Five are in letters to Quintus, twenty-one are in letters 
to Atticus, and thirty-seven are in letters to friends and family. The salutations in Fam. are 
scattered among various recipients. There are thirteen to Tiro and only five to Terentia. 
When alternate forms are added (curate ut valeatis or valetudinem tuam cura – both used only 
for Terentia), this rises to eleven salutations to Terentia. 
497 Claassen, “Documents,” 222, for more on this letter, the tone of it, and whether it was a 
sign of the breakdown of the marriage. 
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We think we shall reach the villa at Tusculum either on the 7th or the next 
day. Let everything there be ready. For perhaps there will be several people 
with us and, I think, we shall stay there some considerable time. If there is 
no basin in the baths, let there be one; in the same way those other things 
which are necessary for life and health. Farewell. The Kalends of October, 
from the territory of Venusia.498  

 
Treggiari’s analysis of the “notorious” last letter is this: 

 
It is short and to the point with no endearments. If it was written during a 
rest-stop in open country, that may partly explain the brevity. But a 
Victorian scholar held that “a gentleman would write a more civil letter to his 
housekeeper.” Cicero does not say, as he had done after his exile, that he is 
looking forward to seeing her…. It is fair to see this note as evidence that 
Cicero had lost his old feelings for his wife.499  
 

Claassen and Treggiari have both noted that in this letter, Cicero does not wish 

Terentia good health. Rather, he wishes her to prepare for his health and wellness 

on his arrival.500  

First, Cicero rarely used endearments and only at times of great emotional 

stress. Second, this was a very brief note written while travelling. Given that he 

expected to be home soon and to see her in person and that he wrote this quickly 

as he prepared to continue his travel, perhaps he had neither the time nor space for 

emotional sentiments.501 Third, Cicero left off wishes for Terentia’s health from one 

other letter but the allowance is made in that case for the unreliability of the mail 

and his depressed state of mind at being stuck in Brundisium.502 Since Cicero did 

not use this ending in at least one other surviving letter, perhaps the lack of it here 

can also be explained.503 

How, then, should the letters to and about Terentia be compared with those 

to Atticus if an examination of epithets is not informative? The best comparison, for 

                                       
498 Cic. Fam.14.20/173, 1 Oct. 47. This is Treggiari’s translation from Treggiari, Terentia, 
128-129. 
499 Treggiari, Terentia, 128-129. 
500 Claassen, “Documents,” 221-222. Treggiari, Terentia, 196, n. 38. 
501 Similarities, today, could be found in modern text messages (or less modern telegrams). 
As someone gets on the plane, a quick text message is sent to inform briefly of 
circumstances (e.g. Hi, getting on plane, home soon, hungry). Given the array of text 
message abbreviations, uncertain sentiments abound. 
502 Treggiari, Terentia, 119. 
503 Cic. Fam. 159 (XIV.12) Cicero to Terentia, Brundisium, 4 November 48. 
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the current study, is to examine the emotions and sentiments in letters to Terentia 

and letters to Atticus. Cicero used the phrase “mi Attice” or “mi Pomponi” twenty-

four times out of 426 letters. Shackleton Bailey translates this as “My dear Atticus” 

and this seems to accurately reflect the degree of possessive affection present in 

this phrase and in these letters to Atticus. Cicero also used this phrase for Tiro 

thirteen times (out of twenty-six letters to Tiro) and for Terentia six times (out of 

twenty-four letters to Terentia or to Terentia and the children). This is not a 

commonly used phrase for Terentia although, given the volume of letters to Atticus, 

perhaps it was not commonly used by Cicero at all. It seems most commonly used 

for Tiro and, as we will see in the next section on Pliny’s letters, Cicero used 

different terms for Tiro than he did for Atticus or Terentia as different roles and 

relationships called for different epithetical expressions.  

Although Atticus was very dear to Cicero, he used no epithets for Atticus. 

This may seem unusual but Cicero used epithets so infrequently that it likely was 

not. He used epithets for Terentia but only in his most stress-induced letters or in 

public writings in which he was attempting to elicit public favour (e.g. Dom., see 

below). Writing from Brundisium in 58 after having been exiled, he called Terentia 

the “most loyal and best of wives” (“fidissima atque optima uxor”) when he wrote:  

Cura, quod potes, ut valeas et sic existimes, me vehementius tua miseria quam 
mea commoveri. mea Terentia, fidissima atque optima uxor, et mea carissima 
filiola et spes reliqua nostra, Cicero, valete.  
 
Take care of your health as best you can, and believe that your unhappiness 
grieves me more than my own. My dear Terentia, loyalest and best of wives, 
my darling little daughter, and Marcus, our one remaining hope, good-
bye.504  

 
Cicero discussed Terentia in a variety of his writings but many were public and 

rhetorical and the use of epithets in them cannot be seen as personal although he 

does use the superlative.  

According to Dickey, the use of superlatives was, already by the time of 

Cicero, a weaker form of address except when used with another superlative. Cicero 

often used two superlatives together to show great affection as with Quintus, his 

                                       
504 Cic. Fam. 6.6 (XIV.4) Cicero to His Family, Brundisium, 29 April 58. 
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brother.505 As we will see, the epitaphs often use multiple superlatives, which 

should indicate greater affection (e.g. 55% of coniuges with an epithet have more 

than one epithet applied to them). Yet, Cicero rarely used epithets for his wife, 

Terentia. He called her both “miserable” and “most faithful” in a letter to 

Quintus.506 In his Defence of Sestius, a successful forensic speech given against 

violence charges in early 56, the violence of Clodius was recalled as a foil for 

Sestius’ “patriotic” resistance.507 He called Terentia his “most faithful wife” when 

discussing her loyalty to him during his exile.508 Later in the same piece, he 

referred to Terentia as his raptata coniunx when bemoaning her treatment during 

his exile.509 In Cicero’s forensic speech On His House, given before the pontiffs on 

30 September 57, following his recall, he argues for the return of his house after 

Clodius’ had it torn down and the land consecrated.510 In his attempts to convince 

the audience through an appeal for sympathy, he referred to the suffering of his 

wife. In Dom. 96.10, Terentia was a “misera coniunx.”511 At Dom. 59.1, Cicero 

                                       
505 Dickey, Latin Forms of Address, 138-140. 
506 Cic. Q.fr. 1.3.3.16: quid quod mulierem miserrimam, fidelissimam coniugem, me prosequi 
non sum passus, ut esset quae reliquias communis calamitatis, communis liberos tueretur? (As 
for that most miserable woman, my most faithful wife, I did not let her follow after me so 
that there would be someone to care for the results of the common calamity, our common 
children.) 
507 MacKendrick, The Speeches of Cicero, 198-201. 
508 Cic. Sest. 49.16: Neque enim in hoc me hominem esse infitiabor um-  
quam, ut me optimo fratre, carissimis liberis, fidissima coniuge, vestro conspectu, patria, hoc 
honoris gradu sine dolore caruisse glorier... “That I will never so far deny that I have the 
feelings of a man as to boast that I felt no grief when I was deprived of my most excellent 
brother, of my most beloved children, of my most faithful wife, of the sight of you, my fellow-
citizens, of my country, and of my rank as a senator.” Yonge’s translation. 
509 Cic. Sest. 145.10: Ac si scelestum est amare patriam, pertuli poenarum satis: eversa domus 
est, fortunae vexatae, dissipati liberi, raptata coniunx… “But, if it be a wicked thing to love 
one's country, still I have suffered punishment enough; my house has been pulled down, my 
property has been pillaged; my children have been scattered abroad, my wife has been 
insulted,” Yonge’s translation, though raptata is probably stronger than “insulted” and more 
in lines with “violently seized.”  
510 MacKendrick, The Speeches of Cicero, 147 and 151-152. MacKendrick notes that 
“Violence did not spare Cicero’s undeserving family: wife, daughter, tiny son, brother.” This 
is clearly a bid for sympathy and a rhetorical device intended to convince. 
511 Cic. Dom. 96.10: Quod cum iudicassem, deflevi coniugis miserae discidium, liberorum 
carissimorum solitudinem, fratris absentis amantissimi atque optimi casum, subitas 
fundatissimae familiae ruinas. “Having come to this conclusion, I was heart-broken at the 
prospect of separation from my unhappy wife, of the destitution of my beloved children, of 
the blow that would fall upon my excellent and affectionate brother who was far away, and  
of the unforeseen wreck of a family whose sense of security had been so complete.” Watts’ 
translation, 247. 
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described Terentia as his misera uxor who had been harassed.512 Terentia’s harsh 

treatment at the hands of his enemies received much comment.513 In his fourth 

speech against Catiline, given to the Senate, Cicero attempted to persuade the 

Senate of what to do with the Catilinarians.514 In this speech, to highlight the 

danger to all, Terentia was referred to as Cicero’s “terrified wife.”515 These episodes 

suggest that, in his speeches, his use of Terentia and his portrayal of her was part 

of a rhetorical device. Cicero, as MacKendrick notes, often used the rhetorical 

devices of “invective and pathos, emotionalism, and appeals to pity.”516 This 

contrasts to his portrayal of her in his more personal letters where she was his best 

and most faithful wife—not his terrified and miserable wife. In his letters, written 

from exile when Cicero was in a time of personal crisis and dependant on Terentia, 

she was optata uxor (the best wife) or the “best of wives”517 and his “best and most 

loyal/faithful uxor.”518 In ad Fam. 14.5.2, he called her mea suavissima et 

optatissima Terentia (“my darling and most longed-for Terentia”).519 Cicero only 

rarely used optatissima;520 he most commonly referred to her as optima or 

fidelissima—she was the best and most loyal of wives and Cicero longed for her—

but these are still rarities, given the number of references to Terentia. Cicero simply 

did not use epithets that frequently and, when he did so in public writings, he had 

an underlying rhetorical purpose. 

                                       
512 Cic. Dom. 59.1: Quid enim vos uxor mea misera violarat, quam vexavistis, raptavistis, omni 
crudelitate lacerastis? “For what harm had you suffered at the hands of my unhappy wife, 
whom you had harassed, plundered, and tortured by every artifice of brutality?” Watts’ 
translation, 205. 
513 Cic. Sest. 54.7: Vexabatur uxor mea, liberi ad necem quaerebantur… “My wife was 
attacked, my children sought for in order to be murdered” (Yonge’s translation). See Planc. 
73.9 for the protection given to Terentia.  
514 Paul MacKendrick, The Speeches of Cicero: Context, Law, Rhetoric (London: Duckworth  
and Co. Ltd., 1995), 95-96. 
515 Cic. Cat. 4.3.13: Neque meam mentem non domum saepe revocat exanimata uxor et abiecta 
metu filia et parvolus filius. “Nor does my fainting wife, my daughter prostrate with fear, and 
my little son..." Yonge’s translation. 
516 Mackendrick, The Speeches of Cicero, 158. 
517 Cic. Fam. 9 (XIV.3.2.2): pudet enim me uxori [mae] optimae, suavissimis liberis virtutem et 
diligentiam non praestitisse. “Yes, I am ashamed to have been found wanting in the courage 
and carefulness that the best of wives and most enchanting of children had the right to 
expect of me.” In a note to [mae], Shackleton Bailey writes, p. 72, n. 1, “(Ern.)” referring to 
Ernesti’s eighteenth century edition. His note indicates that this “reading in the text has 
little or no manuscript support.” 
518 Cic. Fam. 6 (XIV.4.6.8): “fidissima atque optima uxor” or “loyalest and best of wives.” 
519 Cic. Fam. 119 (XIV.5.2) and Claassen, “Documents of a Crumbling Marriage,” 215-216.  
520 Cic. Fam. 119 (XIV.5.2). Shackleton Bailey's translation, 2.21. This is a very rare epithet. 
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However, it is in a comparison of his writings to Atticus and Terentia that it 

becomes apparent that the ideals of marriage and the ideals of friendship were one 

and the same. In the letters to Atticus, as in the letters to Terentia, Cicero wrote in 

such a way so as to supply a general sense of missing Atticus; he also wrote plainly 

of his desire for Atticus to hurry home to him. Cicero told Atticus that it was of the 

utmost importance that Atticus be in Rome.521 He urged Atticus to come quickly as 

“novi enim te et non ignoro quam sit amor omnis sollicitus atque anxius” (“affection 

makes us anxious and apprehensive for each other”).522 In another letter, his 

dependence on Atticus for advice and counsel was evident:  

Periucundus mihi Cincius venit a. d. III Kal. Febr. ante lucem; dixit enim mihi te 
esse in Italia seseque ad te pueros mittere. quos sine meis litteris ire nolui, non 
quo haberem quod tibi, praesertim iam prope praesenti, scriberem, sed ut hoc 
ipsum significarem, mihi tuum adventum suavissimum exspectatissimumque 
esse. qua re advola ad nos eo animo ut nos ames, te amari scias. cetera coram 
agemus. haec properantes scripsimus. quo die venies, utique <fac> cum tuis 
apud me sis. 
 
Cincius was a very welcome arrival (before daybreak, 28 January), for he 
tells me that you are in Italy and that he is sending you boys. I didn’t want 
them to go without a letter from me, not that I have anything to write to you 
about, especially as you are almost here, but just to tell you that I am more 
than delighted to hear of your return and have been impatiently looking 
forward to it. We’ll deal with other matters when we meet. So hurry to join 
me, confident in my affection as in your own. I write in haste. The day you 
get here, don’t fail to stay with me and bring your folks.523 

 
Similarly, his dependence on Terentia for help and support comes shining 

through in his letters. He wrote:  

 O me perditum, o me adflictum! quid nunc? rogem te ut venias, mulierem 
aegram, et corpore et animo confectam? non rogem? sine te igitur sim? opinor, 
sic agam: si est spes nostri reditus, eam confirmes et rem adiuves; sin, ut ego 
metuo, transactum est, quoquo modo potes, ad me fac venias. unum hoc scito: 
si te habebo, non mihi videbor plane perisse.  
 
Ah, what a desperate, pitiful case is mine! What now? Shall I ask you to 
come—a sick woman, physically and spiritually exhausted? Shall I not ask 
then? Perhaps I should put it like this: if there is any hope of my return, you 
must build it up, and help in the campaign. On the other hand if all is over, 

                                       
521 Cic. Att. 43. 
522 Cic. Att. 44 (II.24). 
523 Cic. Att. 76 (IV.4) Rome, 28 January 56. 
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as I fear, then come to me any way you can. Be sure of one thing: if I have 
you, I shall not feel that I am utterly lost.524  

 
Cicero’s other letters to Terentia show the same sentiments, particularly those from 

his exile and from Brundisium (the times of greatest stress in his life when he 

needed her counsel and support the most).525 

It is useful to compare the sentiments in these two sets of letters side-by-

side. Below are six quotes in a grid without referencing to whom they were written. 

Context (and the grammatical gender) usually makes the addressee obvious but, 

still, the similarities may be surprising. 

!

Number 1:  
te habere consiliorum auctorem, 
sollicitudinum socium, omni in 
cogitatione coniunctum cupio. qua re, ut 
Numestio mandavi tecum ut ageret, item 
atque eo, si potest, acrius te rogo ut 
plane ad nos advoles. respiraro si te 
videro. 
 
I very much wish to have you with me 
to advise me on my tactics, to share 
my anxieties, to join in everything I 
have in mind. I have asked Numestius 
to speak to you about this; and myself 
ask you likewise, if possible more 
emphatically, to fly to my side. I shall 
breathe again once I see you.526 
 

Number 2: 
si<n> haec mala fixa sunt, ego vero te 
quam primum, mea vita, cupio videre et 
in tuo complexu emori, quoniam neque 
di, quos tu castissime coluisti, neque 
homines, quibus ego semper servivi, 
nobis gratiam rettulerunt. 
  
But if these present evils are to stay, 
then, yes, I want to see you, dear 
heart, as soon as I can, and to die in 
your arms, since neither the Gods 
whom you have worshipped so piously 
nor the men to whose service I have 
always devoted myself have made us 
any recompense.527 

                                       
524 Cic. Fam. 6.3 (XIV.4) Cicero to His Family, Brundisium, 29 April 58. 
525 Cic. Fam. 7 (XIV.2) Cicero to his Family, Thessalonica, 5 October 58; Cic. Fam. 8 (XIV.1) 
Cicero to Terentia, Thessalonica, mid November 58, and Dyrrachium, 25 November 58; Cic. 
Fam. 9 (XIV.3) Cicero to his Family, Dyrrachium, 29 November 58; Cic. Fam. 119 (XIV.5) 
Cicero to Terentia, Athens, 16 October 50; Cic. Fam. 144 (XIV.18) Cicero to Terentia and 
Tullia, Formiae, 22 January 49; Cic. Fam. 145 (XIV.14) Cicero to Terentia and Tullia, 
Minturnae, 23 January 49. 
526 Cic. Att. 44.5 (II.24) Rome, August (?) 59. 
527 Cic. Fam. 6.1 (XIV.4) Cicero to His Family, Brundisium, 29 April 58. 
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Number 3: 
Utinam illum diem videam cum tibi 
agam gratias quod me vivere coëgisti! 
adhuc quidem valde me paenitet. sed te 
oro ut ad me Vibonem statim venias, 
quo ego multis de causis converti iter 
meum. sed eo si veneris, de tota itinere 
ac fuga mea consilium capere potero. si 
id non feceris, mirabor; sed confido te 
esse facturum. 
 
I hope I may see the day when I shall 
thank you for making me go on living. 
So far I am heartily sorry you did. But 
I beg you to come to me as soon as 
possible at Vibo, where I am going. I 
have changed directions for many 
reasons. But if you come there, I shall 
be able to make a plan for my whole 
journey and exile. If you do not do 
that, I shall be surprised; but I am 
confident you will.528  

 
Number 4: 
itaque hoc tibi vere adfirmo, in maxima 
laetitia et exoptatissima gratulatione 
unum ad cumulandum gaudium 
conspectum aut potius complexum mihi 
tuum defuisse. quem semel nactus si 
umquam dimisero ac nisi etiam 
praetermissos fructus tuae suavitatis 
praeteriti temporis omnis exegero, 
profecto hac restitutione fortunae me 
ipse non satis dignum iudicabo. 
 
And so I sincerely assure you that in 
the plenitude of longed-for joy and 
congratulation one thing has been 
wanting to make my cup flow over: to 
see you, or rather to hold you in my 
arms. Once I win that happiness, if 
ever I let it go and if I do not also claim 
all the arrears of your delightful 
company that are owing to me, I shall 
really consider myself hardly worthy of 
this restitution of my fortunes.529 
 

Number 5: 
tantum te oro ut, quoniam me ipsum 
semper amasti, ut eodem amore sis; ego 
enim idem sum. inimici mei mea mihi, 
non me ipsum ademerunt. cura ut 
valeas. 
  
 
All I beg of you is, since you have 
always loved me for my own sake, not 
to change. I am the same man. My 
enemies have robbed me of what I 
have, but not of what I am. Take care 
of your health.530 

Number 6: 
sed, quoniam subeunda fortuna est, eo 
citius dabimus operam ut veniamus, 
quo facilius de tota re deliberemus. tu 
velim, quod commodo valetudinis tuae 
fiat, quam longissime poteris obviam 
nobis prodeas. 
  
But we must take what Fortune sends, 
and I shall try to come all the faster so 
that we can consult together about the 
whole position. I shall be glad if you 
will come to meet us as far as you can 
without detriment to your health.531 

 

 

                                       
528 Cic. Att. 47 (III.3) En route, ca. 24 (?) March 58. “Coëgisti!” following Shackleton Bailey’s 
edition of Cicero’s letters. 
529 Cic. Att. 73.2 (IV.1) Rome, about 10 September 57 (Cicero has just returned to Rome). 
530 Cic. Att. 50.2 (III.5) Thurii, 6 April 58. 
531 Cic. Fam. 119.1 (XIV.5) Cicero to Terentia, Athens, 16 October 50. 
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If one is unfamiliar with these letters, it may come as a surprise that only 

two of the above quotations are from Cicero’s letters to Terentia (Numbers 2 and 6) 

while the rest were written to Atticus. Especially interesting is Number 6 as it 

expresses a desire for Terentia to be with Cicero so the two of them can make plans. 

This letter is from October 50 when things were heating up between Pompey and 

Caesar. Cicero relied on Terentia for political advice. This is very similar to the 

sentiment presented in Number 3 but written to Atticus in March 58 at the start of 

Cicero’s exile. Again, he was desirous of political advice from someone he trusted. 

The most “romantic” and “loving” quotations are, in fact, from Cicero’s letters to 

Atticus. Number 5, taken from another exile letter, urged Atticus not to stop loving 

Cicero—he was the same man he always had been. Number 4, written shortly after 

Cicero’s return from exile, claimed that Cicero would only be truly happy when he 

could hold Atticus in his arms. This is very emotional and seems to correspond to 

marital emotion but this is actually the emotion of close friendship which is, 

therefore, analogous with the emotional support expected of wives. Both Terentia 

and Atticus were expected to provide Cicero with political advice, aid, and emotional 

support indicating that marriage and close friendship were similarly intimate and 

complex relationships. 

 

4. Conclusions: Cicero as Evidence for Wives 

The modern ideal of romantic love532 was not present in Cicero’s letters 

discussing either his own wife or other men’s wives. Rather, Cicero portrayed 

                                       
532 The idea that the Romans embraced romantic love as a marital ideal is fairly 
commonplace. Jeffers writes that: “The Roman concept of marriage also included the desire 
for compatibility, partnership and love.” See James F. Jeffers, The Greco-Roman World of the 
New Testament Era: Exploring the Background of Early Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1999), 241. See also Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Family (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), 96, for “loving and loyal conjugal partnerships.” See 
also Gregory S. Aldrete, Daily Life in the Roman City: Rome, Pompeii, and Ostia, (Westport, 
CT: Greenwood Press, 2004), 114. But Aldrete also notes that this could be cause for 
ridicule as in the case of Pompey who was snickered at for his deep love of his wife and the 
public way in which he demonstrated this. This brings to mind the point that this was not, 
therefore, the accepted norm of behaviour for spouses. The most comprehensive study of 
wives in Rome takes the opposite view of that presented here. See Treggiari, Roman 
Marriage, 249 and 261: “The expression of passionate grief and romantic love was not 
avoided by either sex” and “The Romans were not the first to romanticize marriage.” Most of 
Treggiari’s examples of loving feelings are post-Cicero, with the exception of some examples 
in Cicero and Plautus. Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 237, n. 49. She cites Propertius followed 
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marriage as a friendship. Cicero’s relationship with Atticus in the letters, 

particularly the later letters, appears to have been very similar to his relationship 

with Terentia. The tone and content were similar: he missed both, he required the 

advice and presence of both; if he was away from Terentia, he wished to hurry 

home to her and if Atticus was away from him, Cicero desired Atticus to hurry 

home as well. If anything, Cicero seemed more affectionate in passages directed to 

Atticus than in many directed to Terentia. If one deleted Atticus’ name or made it 

feminine, it is probable that there would be little noticeable difference in the 

sentiments provided. This suggests that marriage in Cicero’s time was a 

relationship of friendship and that the language a Roman man used with his 

intimate friends was the language he used with his wife. These were relationships of 

companionship and confidants who shared a closeness and intimacy of the mind 

and spirit. This goes well with the evidence of Cicero’s letters mentioning other 

women, as there are many examples of wives actively aiding their husbands as 

partners in the relationship with parallel goals. 

What, then, has this investigation of married women in Cicero’s letters 

illustrated about the portrayal of married women in literature? First, Cicero’s letters 

portray women as involved normally in a variety of activities outside those 

traditionally ascribed to them in ancient literature. Second, Cicero’s letters show 

that women had purposes beyond personal feelings in contracting marriages. Third, 

the late-Republican view of marriage was one of friendship and not romantic love. 

The underlying premise is not that love did not exist, necessarily, between married 

couples (though defining “love” is problematic even now) but that it was not the 

underlying concern in contracting a marriage or in the portrayal of one’s wife. It 

was not necessary to state that one loved one’s wife or was loved by her. What was 

important was to portray one’s wife as a helpmate who aided her husband through 

her own activities outside the domestic sphere. In addition to Cicero’s portrayal of 

                                       
by Pliny the Younger. On 242, n. 104, the Digest is the source for “conjugal affection.” She 
also cites a variety of epitaphs without dates. See 251ff, on the section regarding concordia 
as an ideal stemming from affection between spouses, Treggiari cites earlier works from 
Plautus and Cicero and Catullus but the majority of her evidence comes from imperial 
sources: Valerius Maximus, Pliny the Younger, Juvenal, Martial, the Laudatio Turiae, 
Tacitus, Suetonius, the Digest, the SHA, and Quintilian. In the section on “Romantic 
Feelings” (253ff), Treggiari cites the letters of Cicero and Terentia as being “full of 
affectionate phrases.”  
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married women as advocates of their husbands, an examination of his daughter’s 

marriage, when compared to the marriages of Fulvia, has illustrated the political 

concerns of married women. It is necessary now to turn to the letters of Pliny the 

Younger to examine if this holds true for the imperial period. 

 

II. Pliny the Younger: Later Letters as Evidence for the Portrayal of Wives 
In the late-Republican period, viewed through Cicero’s letters, upper-class 

Roman women appeared frequently and with a wide range of activities. In the 

portrayal of married women, sexual and intimate ideals were rarely mentioned and 

ideals of companionship and harmony were given priority with illustrations of 

publicly active women who aided their families dominating. Cicero had a wide range 

of female contacts: he wrote to and about and received letters from a variety of 

women. The majority of these women had no personal, familial connection to Cicero 

(Caerellia, Servilia, Clodia). Cicero had a strong network of amicitia, which included 

various women, specifically women to whom he was not related. In opposition to 

this, Cicero’s letters exhibit a lack of amicitia with women to whom he was, in fact, 

related, specifically Pomponia, his sister-in-law (although one could see Cicero’s 

friendship with Atticus as superseding, and even including, any relationship with 

Pomponia).533 The activities and interests of these women were many and varied 

and Cicero showed no surprise over them. They asked him for favours and he asked 

them for favours or information. This degree of interaction between non-related 

men and women, particularly over the public interests of women, changed in the 

imperial period. 

Cicero’s views, as expressed in his letters, compared to those of Pliny the 

Younger, provide a useful foil. Approximately 150 years passed between Cicero’s 

letters and Pliny’s letters. Both lived through politically unstable periods but Pliny, 

though he lived through the turbulent time under Domitian, prospered under 

Domitian and survived to prosper further under Trajan. In contrast, Cicero was 

                                       
533 I have not discussed Pomponia in the section on women in Cicero. Pomponia comes 
across as a bit of a nag and Quintus as browbeaten. Atticus and Cicero seem to have had 
more interest in the success of the marriage. What is interesting is that both Quintus and 
Pomponia seem to have expected their respective brothers to intercede on their behalf thus 
making a quarrel between a married couple a family event. See, among other letters, Cic. Att. 
5.1. 
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persecuted, exiled, and finally perished in the proscriptions of Antony and 

Octavian. Most of Pliny’s letters date to the late 90s or early 100s though the 

publication of these letters was later (between 100 and 110).534 These were very 

different times. The chaos of the late Republic had given way to the stability of the 

Adopted Emperors but, for Pliny, the memory of the horror of Domitian appears to 

have been fresh.535 Firmly entrenched in the imperial period, the interest and 

support of the emperor could be of key importance to the careers of men such as 

Pliny.536 Life in Rome was no longer the way it had been during Cicero’s time and, 

                                       
534 There is disagreement on this point. A.N. Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny: A Historical 
and Social Commentary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966), 54-56. Sherwin-White posits a date 
for the earlier books of 104-105 as Pliny is unlikely to have published before his consular 
commission, the cura Tiberis. The later books (8, 9, and possible 7) were hastily published 
possibly in 109-110 before Pliny’s departure for Bithynia. John Bodel puts a slightly 
different view forward in an unpublished examination of Pliny’s letters cited by Ilaria 
Marchesi. See Ilaria Marchesi, The Art of Pliny’s Letters: A Poetics of Allusion in the Private 
Correspondence (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 12, n. 1. Marchesi states 
that Bodel argues that Books 1 and 2 were published shortly after Pliny’s consulship, Book 
3 in 103-104, Book 4 in 105 followed by a reissue of Books 1-4 with the new Book 5 in 106-
107. Book 6 followed in 108 with Books 7 and 8 appearing after Pliny was given the Bithynia 
appointment with Book 9 appearing in 110 just before Pliny left Rome for Bithynia. 
Henderson (116) argues that the publication date could be much later than the dramatic 
date of any given letter. See John Henderson, “Portrait of the Artist as a Figure of Style: 
P.L.I.N.Y’s Letters.,” Re-Imagining Pliny the Younger. Arethusa, special volume 36.2 (2003): 
115-125. 
535 See, for example, Plin. Ep.1.5, Ep. 1.12, Ep. 4.11, Ep. 7.27.14. As P.G. Walsh notes: “The 
shadow of Domitian’s reign darkens the pages of Pliny’s letters, which reinforce the 
jaundiced views of Tacitus in the Agricola and of Juvenal in his Fourth Satire.” P.G. Walsh, 
Introduction to Pliny the Complete Letters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), xi. Yet, 
Pliny’s own behaviour under Domitian and the presentation of it is open to interpretation. 
See A. Carleton Andrews, “Pliny the Younger, Conformist,” The Classical Journal 34 (1938): 
143-154. Carleton notes that Pliny likely exaggerated the danger he was under during 
Domitian’s reign (150-151). But, see Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny the Younger,” 
15ff. Carlon argues for Pliny’s self-presentation as a key member of the so-called “Stoic 
Opposition” to Domitian in later years through his presentation of women such as Arria the 
Elder, Arria the Younger, and Clodia Fannia. 
536 Pliny’s own career was aided by both Domitian and Trajan (see Epp. 7.16.2 and 10.13). 
For imperial patronage influencing the careers of equestrians and senators, see B. M. Levick, 
“Imperial Control of the Elections under the Early Principate: Commendatio, Suffragatio, and 
‘Nominatio’,” Historia 16 (1967): 207-230. On the control of elected offices by the emperor, 
Levick notes (208) that “a man who was asked even privately to resign would hardly stand in 
the emperor's way by remaining in office. By Pliny’s time imperial control was taken so 
much for granted that the Princeps could be said to “facere” magistrates and “dare” 
consulates even when he was being praised precisely for following the wishes of the Senate.” 
See also Ronald Syme, “Pliny’s Less Successful Friends,” Historia 9 (1960): 362-379. Syme, 
in his list of reasons explaining why a senator’s career might not be successful, notes (369) 
“something done or not done might easily forfeit the favour of Caesar and Caesar’s friend” 
and he observes that (378) “Friends of Pliny (as has been shown) acquire honour and 
employment from Hadrian - notably such as had made little headway with his predecessor.” 



  
 

 

145 

therefore, an examination of the portrayal of wives in this new reality is necessary. 

Rome had become a different place; as will be shown, the portrayal of wives and 

their behaviour, ideal or real, had also changed. 

!

1. Pliny’s Letters as Evidence: Social History or Self-Presentation?  

The underlying premise of this section is that Pliny’s letters, as we have 

them, were edited (to a greater or lesser extent) for publication by the author (in 

contrast to many of Cicero’s) but that these letters are still an excellent source for 

the social views of upper-class Romans. This is not to say that Pliny’s letters are as 

reflective of social reality as Cicero’s. Cicero’s letters (especially those written to 

Atticus) have shown a level of intimacy and casualness that Pliny’s literary letters 

do not. That being said, the images found in the letters, both about women and not, 

had to have currency with his audience (a degree of believability and 

recognisability537) in order to be of use to his purpose of self-presentation; it will 

become apparent, however, that part of Pliny’s social reality was to present women 

in a much more stereotypical way than seen previously in Cicero.  

 Pliny himself stated that he was always aware of the reaction of his audience 

                                       
Thus, the career of a man in imperial Rome could depend on the caprice of the emperor. 
Similarly, see R. P. Saller, “Promotion and Patronage in Equestrian Careers,” JRS 70 (1980): 
44-63. Saller notes (55) that: “The cursus inscriptions, taken as a whole, have revealed a few 
simple principles in pro-curatorial appointments, but the analysis has suggested that the 
careers were not as highly structured as often suggested in the past. In view of the great 
variation found in the cursus, there is little reason to believe that imperial decisions about 
promotions were closely regulated by impersonal guidelines of universal applicability. When 
reasons for appointments are given in the sources, they concern personal factors which 
would not be expected to be reflected in the cursus inscriptions. The two most important 
criteria seem to have been the emperor’s assessment of a candidate’s worth and the efficacy 
of the candidate’s patronal support. The relative importance of each of these is not easy to 
determine, in part because they were so closely related in the Roman system.” And, finally 
but not exhaustively, see Paul M. M. Leunissen, “Direct Promotions from Proconsul to 
Consul under the Principate,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 89 (1991): 217-260. 
As Leunissen notes (217): “That the way to the consulship was normally paved with offices 
‘in the emperor’s service’ is an almost universally accepted view, based upon the results of 
numerous, not to say: innumerable, prosopographical studies.” Later, be observes (258) 
that: “emperors might have called upon holders of praetorian proconsulships in order to 
meet the disproportionate growth of the number of consulships under the Principate, as a 
consequence of which these governorships of public provinces may have enjoyed a certain 
upgrading.” Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 119, argues that Pliny’s letters show that 
most elected positions were still hotly contested (except for those “reserved for imperial 
‘commendation”). Thus, the emperor was crucial to the careers of men such as Pliny. 
537 In the same way that Cicero’s speeches, though designed with a purpose in mind, had to 
present images, even if idealised or historical, that would appeal to people despite the lack of 
a lived reality mimicking them. See above, p. 47-48, nn. 167-170, on rhetoric. 
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when reading out a literary work; these reactions were then used to revise the 

original.538 As A. Carleton Andrews noted, Pliny was always conscious of the 

interplay between the author and the audience: 

He observed and advocated good form. In the literary field we perceive 
extreme sensitiveness to the opinions and reactions of others, marked 
imitative tendencies, and almost exclusive application to the externalistic 
features of style and form…. Underlying all these traits is a basic desire for 
approval, and this desire finds overt expression in a pronounced tendency to 
conform.539 

 

Added to this must be the idea that Pliny’s letters constitute literary works with an 

audience independent of their epistolary form. As Jacqueline Carlon has observed, 

“even the most casual of written communication is fashioned to some extent by its 

author for the eye of his reader; even a simple note of thanks may express both real 

gratitude and the writer’s desire to be seen as a polite and genuinely grateful 

recipient.”540 As a result, and also connected to the fact that even private letters 

might not remain private—they could be read out loud or otherwise shared with 

others—Carlon observes that, for Pliny, “letters, then, were a potent means of 

manipulating the image of the author and could be equally effective in portraying 

an addressee and others about whom the author wrote.”541  

Recent studies have shown that Pliny’s letters, chosen and published by the 

author himself, were intended to highlight numerous facets of his life and 

personality including his political leanings, his (likely exaggerated) aid to the so-

called “Stoic opposition” under Domitian,542 his benevolence to the vulnerable, and 

                                       
538 Plin. Ep. 5.3.8. 
539 Andrews, “Pliny the Younger, Conformist,” 153-154. 
540 Jacqueline Mary Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny the Younger” (PhD Diss., Boston 
University, 2003), 8. Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 9. Pliny’s Women is the published version of 
Carlon’s dissertation. It was published during the final stages of revisions and so both have 
been used, though greater reliance will be found on the original dissertation.  
541 Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny the Younger,” 9. 
542 The Stoic opposition, often referred to as “so-called” or with Stoic in quotation marks, is a 
bit of a misnomer, perhaps. In this study, it will be referred to as the “so-called ‘Stoic 
opposition’” in most cases. Dio presented philosophy as a “subversive nuisance” and 
involvement in philosophy, Stoic or otherwise, was “interpreted as hostility to the status 
quo.” See Charles Leslie Murison, Rebellion and Reconstruction, Galba to Domitian: A 
Historical Commentary on Cassius Dio’s Roman History volume 9, Books 64-67 (A.D. 68-96) 
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 161ff. The depth of Stoicism involved in this resistance has 
been debated. Brian W. Jones has argued that the members of groups such as this were 
prosecuted not because they were Stoic but due to their criticism of the government. See 
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his role as the ideal paterfamilias with the perfect, ideal wife.543 His themes were 

intended to highlight the nobility of his times and those he knew. As Gunhild Vidén 

has stated: “Rome was never more full of noble men and virtuous women than 

during his lifetime.”544 But, it is an artificial collection. The letters to and about 

women appear in such a way as to suggest “careful placement by Pliny” and he 

manages to have “exactly as many addressees as Cicero in approximately one-third 

as many letters.”545 These were not published posthumously and arranged by 

another—Pliny chose them himself for his own purposes.546 As Trapp notes: 

                                       
Brian W. Jones, The Emperor Domitian (London: Routledge, 1992), 121-122 and also 33-34 
for Domitian’s wife Domitia Longina being the daughter of Corbulo (forced to suicide under 
Nero) and therefore connected to the Stoic opposition. Steven H. Rutledge has argued that, 
although there was general opposition to Domitian, late in his reign, the individuals named 
by Pliny as being part of the opposition “formed a political group bound by family ties (and 
only secondarily, Stoic sympathies), and in the case of Rusticus, Fannia, and Helvidius, also 
had inherited enmities against the imperial house.” Rutledge has shown that the individuals 
based their involvement less on Stoicism and more on family history and pietas. Helvidius 
Priscus (senior) was banished under Vespasian, which was in keeping with the general 
expulsion of philosophers. But Rutledge argues that this had less to do with the issue than 
Helvidius’ lack of “tact” in dealing with the emperor and his public attacks on Vespasian’s 
right-hand man, Mucianus. See Steven H. Rutledge, Imperial Inquisitions: Prosecutors and 
Informants from Tiberius to Domitian (London: Routledge University Press, 2001), 130-131. 
See also Dio. 66.13.2-4 and 12.2. For more on the specific cases found in Pliny’s letters, see 
Rutledge, 131-135. For Helvidius and Vespasian, see Rutledge, 127-128. Thus, it is a simple 
way of categorising a group of people, connected by family, philosophy, and, most 
importantly, resistance to a specific emperor or the imperial system in general. For the 
opposing view, see P. A. Brunt, “Stoicism and the Principate,” Papers of the British School at 
Rome 43 (1975): 7-35. For the interconnectedness of these people and their long-standing 
family history of treason, see Robert Samuel Rogers, “A Group of Domitianic Treason-Trials,” 
Classical Philology 55 (1960): 19-23.  
543 Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny the Younger,” 9ff. Other works are also devoted to 
various aspects of Pliny’s self-presentation. See Jo-Ann Shelton, “Pliny's Letter 3.11: 
Rhetoric and Autobiography,” Classica et Mediaevalia 38 (1987): 121-139. See also Stanley 
E. Hoffer, The Anxieties of Pliny the Younger (Atlanta: Scholars Press, The American 
Philological Association, 1999), and several of the articles found in the 2003 special issue of 
Arethusa (volume 36.2): “Re-Imagining Pliny the Younger.” 
544 Gunhild Vidén, Women in Roman Literature: Attitudes of Authors Under the Early Empire 
(Göteborg: University of Göteborg, 1993), 91. 
545 Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny the Younger,” 4, n. 6.  
546 This is a contentious point. As Sherwin-White noted, “Pliny presents the letters as part of 
a genuine literary correspondence. Modern scholars have taken no very coherent line about 
this.” As a result, it is difficult to know whether Pliny’s letters were written as they are, were 
written and revised, or were written as fake letters directly for publication. Sherwin-White, 
The Letters of Pliny, 11 and 11-16 for a full discussion. For the view that Pliny revised his 
letters only slightly (for example, due to the changing political climate) and that most of the 
letters are genuine correspondence written in a highly stylized and literary manner, see 
Albert A. Bell, Jr., “A Note on Revision and Authenticity in Pliny’s Letters,” The American 
Journal of Philology 110 (1989): 460-466. This view is in contrast to Federico Gamberini, 
Stylistic Theory and Practice in the Younger Pliny (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1983), 133. 
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In contrast to Cicero’s, the bulk of Pliny’s letters were thus seen into general 
circulation in book form by the writer himself. It is therefore hardly 
surprising that they give the impression of a collection carefully calculated to 
show off their author in all the identities he prided himself on, as 
administrator, friend, husband, patron and benefactor.547 

  

 Thus, it appears that the image of himself that Pliny portrayed in his letters 

was carefully crafted by, at least, his choice of which letters to publish and, 

perhaps, by the creation of epistolary fictions. This creates difficulties for the 

student of social history. Can Pliny’s letters be used for social history? Some would 

argue that this is not possible. As John Henderson notes: “It soon becomes clear 

that self-conscious self-representation is the source of unresolvable uncertainties 

for Pliny’s readers, especially if they have the recovery of ‘genuine social history’ in 

mind.”548 In fact, the point of the 2003 Arethusa special edition was to take Pliny’s 

letters into the sphere of literary analysis because “Pliny had for too long been a 

quarry for critics prospecting for Realien, who mined the rich seams of the letters 

for ‘information’ on all aspects of Roman social, agricultural, and legal life or 

imperial government.”549 This is in direct contrast to Sherwin-White who argues 

that: “Pliny’s letters deal with a wide variety of topics. They hold a mirror up to the 

high society of the capital of the Roman empire at the time of its greatest prosperity. 

Pliny observes with a friendly and complacent eye, but he observes with 

precision.”550 Pliny’s mirror, however, may have been flawed. As Goodyear notes: 

“Pliny’s view of his times is tinged with complacency and humbug: only a few letters 

reveal that this is not the best of all possible worlds. He readily and 

                                       
Gamberini sees Pliny’s letters as “most probably revised for publication.” Walsh (xxxiii-xxxv) 
sees Pliny’s letters copied and kept “with the intention of later publication” with items such 
as the date and place of origin “struck out in the course of editing.” The view of this study is 
that Pliny’s letters were written in a highly stylised manner due to his own level of erudition 
and that, though they may have been written as genuine letters originally, given that they 
were published by Pliny during his lifetime (following Sherwin-White and Syme), it is likely 
that they were revised to some extent. Some of the more stylised and literary letters, 
particularly those to Calpurnia, may never have existed as genuine letters. 
547 Trapp, Greek and Latin Letters, 14.  
548 John Henderson, “Portrait of the Artist as a Figure of Style: P.I.L.I.N.Y’s Letters,” Re-
Imagining Pliny the Younger. Arethusa, special volume 36.2 (2003): 116. 
549 Ruth Morello and Roy K. Gibson, Introduction to Re-Imagining Pliny the Younger. 
Arethusa, special volume 36.2 (2003): 109-113, especially 109 for the purpose of the papers 
as a whole. 
550 A. N. Sherwin-White, introduction to Fifty Letters of Pliny second edition (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1969), xii. 
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unquestioningly adopts the attitudes and conventions of the affluent and leisured 

class which he adorned.”551 As a result, it is necessary to view Pliny’s letters with “a 

more modern awareness of how Pliny ‘salted his mine’ by constructing and 

controlling in a highly crafted epistolary mosaic (to use the image proposed by 

Henderson in the first paper of this volume [of Arethusa]) the representation of 

himself and his world.”552  

 The fact remains, however, that Pliny was crafting a “representation of himself 

and his world” that would be recognizable to his audience. He could not, therefore, 

venture far beyond the norm of early-second-century upper-class Roman society in 

his portrayals. To have done so would have been to undermine his very purpose of 

self-presentation. In short, it would have been unhelpful for Pliny to present an 

implausible portrait of himself and his world. As a result, the presentation of 

women in Pliny must be, to a certain extent, a reflection of their lived reality. It may 

be an idealised reflection or a reflection chosen to best highlight Pliny’s 

presentation of himself, but it is still a reflection of social reality for Pliny’s time and 

status. If there existed, in Pliny’s presentation of women, a great sense of 

idealisation (as opposed to the more genuine social reality of Cicero’s letters), then 

the very existence of greater idealisation of women illustrates a change in the 

portrayal of women in that Cicero was able to present “real” women and Pliny only 

stereotypical caricatures. A comparison to Cicero and to the epitaphs will be 

instructive. It will become apparent that Pliny was presenting a more idealised view 

of Roman women than that found in Cicero and in the earlier epitaphs. However, 

Pliny’s presentation is similar to that found in later epitaphs, as Chapter 3 will 

demonstrate, which indicates that an important shift had occurred at all levels of 

Roman society (though centred more in the upper classes) over the 150 preceding 

years. 

  

 2. Pliny’s Use of Coniunx and Uxor 

 Pliny’s use of terms may illustrate more than Cicero’s. Whereas Cicero used 

                                       
551 F. R. D. Goodyear, “History and biography” in Latin Literature, eds. E. J. Kenney and W. 
V. Clausen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 659. Cambridge Histories 
Online. 10 August 2009. 

552 Morello and Gibson, Introduction, 109. 



  
 

 

150 

coniunx and uxor frequently, Pliny did not. Pliny never used the term marita (which 

is unsurprising given its relegation to poetry as will be seen below). He also largely 

avoided the use of coniunx, which Cicero did not. However, like Cicero, he used 

coniunx to refer to non-specific wives, though only in one instance. This is in Ep. 

6.20.14 on the eruption of Vesuvius. In Pliny’s description, he wrote to Tacitus that 

he and his mother had sat down on the side of the road so as not to be trampled by 

the crowd fleeing the area. Suddenly darkness like no other came over the land and 

no one could see. Pliny could hear “clamores virorum; alii parentes alii liberos alii 

coniuges” (“men shouting; they were crying out, some seeking parents, others 

children, and others wives”).553 This is the only example of coniunx used in Pliny’s 

letters and it is for a generic crowd of unknown “wives.” Rather than coniunx, 

Pliny’s word of choice was uxor. The difference from Cicero is in scale. Pliny almost 

completely avoided coniunx and appears, as a result of his choice of uxor, to be 

much more status-conscious. He used uxor thirty-six times and all but one referred 

to specific wives. Not all are helpful as several are simply “wife of…” without even a 

name for the wife.554 What this shows, however, is that uxor was Pliny’s favourite 

word for wives. It may show something else: a status-conscious choice.  

 The only example of Pliny using uxor in the plural is in 7.19.7. In this 

passage, he posed a question: 

Eritne quam postea uxoribus nostris ostentare possimus? 
 
Will there be any woman after her whom we can establish as a model for our 
wives.555  

                                       
553 Plin. Ep. 6.20.14. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, Complete Letters, 149. All texts of Pliny’s 
letters were corrected against the 1992 Teubner edition. 
554 Plin. Epp. 1.5.5 (Arrionilla), 1.12.3, 1.12.7, 1.12.9 (all three to the wife of Corellius 
Rufus), 1.16.6 (3 instances about the learned wife of Pompeius Saturninus), 1.22.9 
(unnamed wife of the ill Titius Aristo), 3.1.5 (wife of Spurinna), 3.9.19 and 29 (wife of 
Caecilius Classicus, prosecuted by Pliny), 3.16 (the wife of Scribonius whom Arria insults), 
4.15.3 (unnamed wife of Asinius Rufus), 4.19.7 (Calpurnia), 5.14.8 (Calpurnia), 5.18.1 
(unnamed wife of Calpurnius Macer), 6.24.3 (unnamed wife who committed suicide with her 
husband), 6.31.5 (adulteress Gallitta), 6.34.1 (unnamed wife of Maximus), 7.3.1 (unnamed 
wife of Praesens), 7.19.7 (plural usage: Fannia as example to wives in general), 8.5.1 
(unnamed wife of Macrinus), 8.18.7-8 (4 uses for the unnamed wife of Domitius Tullus), 
8.19.1 (Calpurnia), 8.23.7 and 8.23.8 (both to unnamed wife of Junius Avitus), 9.13.4 and 
.13 (both to Pliny’s second, and dead, wife), 9.36.4 (Calpurnia), 10.11 (list of people to whom 
Pliny would like Trajan to grant citizenship, including the wife of one), 10.81.2 and 10.81.7 
(both to Dio Chrysostom’s wife), 10.120.2 (Calpurnia). I do not count the two uses of uxor in 
letter 10.121 which is Trajan’s reply to the letter written by Pliny. 
555 Plin. Ep. 7.19.7. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 176.  
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When compared to the Vesuvius letter, where coniuges was used, the difference is 

clear. Pliny used uxor when discussing “our wives,” meaning the wives of Pliny’s 

social group: upper-class Roman wives. When Pliny wrote about an unknown group 

of mixed status or lower status wives—such as the wives of the men on the road 

fleeing Vesuvius where it would be impossible to tell status and marriage style—he 

used coniunx. Interestingly, as we will see in the next chapter, the usage of uxor in 

the epitaphs was status driven. This is, perhaps, also apparent in Pliny’s letters in 

his almost exclusive use of uxor to refer to the wives of upper-class Romans in his 

acquaintance. It also shows an unsurprising lack of interest in the lower classes. 

  

 3. Women in Pliny: Few and Far Between 

 When examining specific women in Pliny’s letters, the first item of importance 

is that women were rarely addressed or discussed. As Syme has rightly pointed out 

regarding Pliny:  

Missives to women are narrowly circumscribed. They are addressed to 
relatives, viz. Calpurnia his wife; Calpurnia Hispulla (her aunt); Corellia, the 
sister of the consular; Corellia Hispulla, his daughter. Even the 
impoverished Calvina is an ‘adfinis’. And Pompeia Celerina is the valued 
mother of Pliny’s deceased wife (I. 4, etc.). As the solitary exception stands 
Cottia, addressed jointly with Vestricius Spurinna (III. 10)…. Finally, no hint 
of marital estrangement in these decorous pages, and no divorce.556 

 

More importantly, perhaps, are the “missing letters” to women. Syme notes that: 

“Deaths are reported of the wives or daughters of senators, and illness. But no 

letter, for example, to the ailing Fannia, or to the wife of Minicius Fundanus when 

the young daughter died.”557 Are these letters missing (and therefore deliberately 

excluded by Pliny) or were they never written? If Pliny were so close to Fannia, why 

would he not preserve a letter written directly to her? This question is 

unanswerable but may be connected to Pliny’s exaggerated description of his 

connection to these women. 

Despite the paucity of women in Pliny’s letters, Vidén sees Pliny illustrating 

“good female behaviour” and “exempla” for women in his day. She states:  

                                       
556 Ronald Syme, “Correspondents of Pliny,” Historia 34 (1985): 351.  
557 Syme, “Correspondents,” 351. 
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The glimpses into the world of upper-class women that we are allowed 
through Pliny’s letters show us a society where these women were in some 
respects on an equal footing with men: we find women who sue their 
opponents, buy property, make wills and manumit their slaves.558 
 

This is unchanged from Cicero’s letters. Also, as with Cicero, there is evidence in 

Pliny of amicitia with women and he used the phrase specifically of Corellia, Arria 

the Younger, and Fannia.559 Vidén sees Pliny’s decision to sell land cheaply to a 

woman, Corellia, as illustrating that male-female amicitia had the same equal 

footing as male-male amicitia in Pliny’s time.560 More will be said on this below but 

it is enough, for now, to point out that Corellia was not an unknown woman to 

Pliny. She was the sister of his patron and mentor, Corellius Rufus, and a long-

standing family friend. However, although Pliny demonstrated amicitia with a 

woman, she was not a totally unknown woman.561 This is quite different from the 

situation seen in Cicero’s letters where amicitia existed between men and women 

with no known ties. 

Carlon seems correct in her view that it is naïve to see Pliny as having 

depicted women as the “moral and intellectual equals of men.”562 The equality that 

existed in Cicero’s letters is absent and Pliny’s letters show none of the frankness of 

Cicero’s letters regarding women. Women were not as apparent or as important in 

Pliny’s world (as seen through his letters) as they were in Cicero’s. Pliny’s world of 

women had narrowed significantly compared to Cicero’s and largely consisted of 

women to whom he was related by blood or by marriage. In contrast to Cicero, 

Pliny’s tone when addressing or discussing women could be patronising. Was this 

typical of the time period and, therefore, an ideological shift in the treatment of 

women from Cicero’s day or was it simply Plinian? What will become apparent is 

                                       
558 Vidén, Women in Roman Literature, 91-92. 
559 In Ep. 7.11, Pliny describes his relationship with Corellia as amicitia; in 9.13.3, he 
describes his relationship with Helvidius, Arria, and Fannia as amicitia. 
560 Vidén, Women in Roman Literature, 92-93. 
561 This will be discussed further below but it is also likely that Corellia was a relative of 
Pliny through his marriage to Calpurnia. This theory was put forward by Syme who argued 
that Calpurnia’s grandmother, the wife of Calpurnius Fabatus, was the sister of Corellius 
Rufus’ wife. This would make Calpurnia, Pliny’s wife, the first cousin of Hispulla, the 
daughter of Corellius Rufus. See Ronald Syme, “Consular Friends of the Elder Pliny” in 
Roman Papers, ed. Anthony R. Birley (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 7: 496-511 and 
“Pliny’s Early Career” in Roman Papers, 7: 551-567. 
562 Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny the Younger,” 2. 
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that Pliny’s portrayal of married women was markedly different from that of Cicero. 

In order to provide a better comparison to Cicero, the organisation will be similar 

with an examination of women moving from the outer edges of Pliny’s circle to those 

in his immediate family, specifically his third wife, Calpurnia. 

Pliny mentioned two of his three wives in the letters.563 Nothing is known of 

his first wife and little of his second wife. Pliny’s first two wives appear to have died, 

the second in 97 just before Pliny was granted the ius trium liberorum. He 

maintained good relations with his second mother-in-law, Pompeia Celerina. He 

married for the third time in (or shortly after) 100 C.E. to a much younger woman, 

Calpurnia; it is likely that the age difference between them was approximately 

twenty-five years.564 They had no children though one miscarriage due to the 

ignorance of her youth (as Pliny terms it).565 More is known about Calpurnia as 

Pliny both discussed her in letters and wrote to her in three. Their relationship has 

been described as paternalistic and yet showing “close conjugal affinity.”566 A key 

piece of evidence will be Pliny’s portrayal of his own wife.  

                                       
563 The number of Pliny’s marriages is a topic of disagreement among scholars with some 
arguing for two marriages and some for three. The current study follows the arguments of 
Sherwin-White. Sherwin-White argues for three marriages based on Ep. 10.2 in which Pliny 
thanks Trajan for granting him the rights of men with three children (ius trium liberorum) 
and mentions that he had clearly wanted children as evidenced by his two marriages. The 
second marriage cannot have been to Calpurnia as Sherwin-White dates this letter to early 
98 and Pliny’s marriage to Calpurnia did not take place until 100. Also, Sherwin-White 
points out that the recent death of a second wife with no children makes a man in his mid-
thirties much more likely to receive this privilege than a recent marriage to a young woman. 
The implication is that if Pliny had just married Calpurnia, Trajan would likely have waited 
to see if a child was born of the union. Birley disagrees and posits that it is “plausible” that 
Calpurnia was Pliny’s second and last wife but states that “the question must therefore 
remain open.” See Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 557-560 (also for a discussion of the 
opposing view). See Anthony R. Birley, Onomasticon to the Younger Pliny: Letters and 
Panegyric (Leipzig, K.G. Saur, 2000), 3 for a recent account of both sides of the argument. 
See Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 105, for a discussion of why the ius trium liberorum may have 
been granted even if Pliny and Calpurnia were just married and this was only Pliny’s second 
marriage. 
564 Pliny was born somewhere between 24 August 61 and 23 August 62 because he was in 
his 18th year when Vesuvius erupted (Ep. 6.20.5). Birley, Onomasticon, 1. This would make 
him approximately 38 or 39 in 100 and, since he refers to Calpurnia as a young girl (see Ep. 
8.10 and Ep. 8.11) it is likely that this was her first marriage and that she was in her mid-
teens (approximately 14 or 15). For age of girls at marriage see Shaw and Hopkins for 
separate articles on “The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage.” This makes the age difference 
between Pliny and Calpurnia approximately 20-25 years. 
565 Plin. Ep. 8.10.1 and Ep. 8.11.2. 
566 Walsh, introduction, xx. 
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As mentioned above, women are infrequent in Pliny’s letters. In the entire 

corpus of Pliny’s letters, there are seventy letters mentioning sixty-six women 

(including the above letters illustrating the use of coniunx and uxor). Carlon finds 

only thirty-eight letters that mention women in a significant way for her purposes. 

Of these, nine are addressed to women (but only to six different women), eleven 

mention women prominently, and eighteen focus entirely on women. She focuses 

on these letters as illustrative of Pliny’s self-portrayal.567 The concern of the current 

study is different: Pliny’s portrayal of married women rather than of himself. As 

such, fewer letters and fewer women can be used as evidence for this topic and the 

current study examines twenty-six letters detailing twenty-one different women.568 

It is these twenty-six letters to and about women that give insight into Pliny’s 

portrayal of real and ideal women of the early second century. 

 

4. Pliny and Epigraphic Language: The Wives of Macrinus and Maximus 

 Pliny used epigraphic language to describe women, particularly in letters 

relating the lives or characters of deceased women. John Bodel has discussed this 

in relation to Pliny’s description of Minicia Marcella569 (see below) but Pliny also 

employed epigraphic language for two other deceased women, both of them wives. 

In Letter 8.5, Pliny mimicked the language of tombs to describe the marriage of 

Macrinus.570 In order to highlight the relevant portions, bolding has been used. 

C. Plinius Gemino suo s. 

Grave vulnus Macrinus noster accepit: amisit uxorem singularis 
exempli, etiam si olim fuisset.  

                                       
567 Carlon, “Women in the Letters of Pliny,” 4. 
568 For example, Ep. 4.11.6 is a letter that mentions a woman in a very interesting way but 
she is not a married woman (rather it is Cornelia, the Vestal Virgin executed by Domitian) 
and so is not helpful to the current study. The twenty-one women in twenty-six letters under 
discussion here are: Calpurnia (Epp. 4.19, 6.4, 6.7, 7.5), Calpurnia Hispulla (Ep. 4.19), 
Arrionilla (Ep. 1.5), Calvina (Ep. 2.4), Pompeia Celerina (Epp. 1.4, 3.19, 6.10), Gallitta (Ep. 
6.31), Corellia Hispulla (Ep. 3.3), Corellia (Epp. 4.17, 7.11, 7.14), Ummidia Quadratilla (Ep. 
7.24), Wife of Macrinus (Ep. 8.5), Wife of Maximus (Ep. 6.34), Anonymous Virtuous Wife 
compared to Arria the Elder (Ep. 6.24), Minicia Marcella (Ep. 5.16), the two Helvidiae sisters 
(Ep. 4.21), Iunia and Seranna Procula (Ep. 1.14), Wife of Pompeius Saturninus (Ep. 1.16), 
Arria the Elder (Ep. 3.16), Arria the Younger and Fannia (Epp. 3.11, 7.19, 9.13). 
569 John Bodel, “Minicia Marcella: Taken before Her Time,” The American Journal of Philology 
116 (1995): 453-460. 
570 See Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 452 for the identification of Macrinus and the 
date of his marriage (c. 68 C.E.). 
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Vixit cum hac triginta novem annis sine iurgio, sine offensa. 
quam illa reverentiam marito suo praestitit, cum ipsa summam 
mereretur! quot quantasque virtutes ex diversis aetatibus sumptas collegit et 
miscuit! habet quidem Macrinus grande solacium, quod tantum bonum 
tam diu tenuit, sed hinc magis exacerbatur, quod amisit; nam 
fruendis voluptatibus crescit carendi dolor. (my emphasis) 

Ero ergo suspensus pro homine amicissimo, dum admittere avocamenta 
et cicatricem pati possit, quam nihil aeque ac necessitas ipsa et dies longa et 
satietas doloris inducit. vale.571 

To his friend Geminus 
Our friend Macrinus has sustained a heavy blow, for he has lost his wife, 
who even if she had lived long ago would have been what she has been, 
a model wife without compare. He lived with her for thirty-nine years 
without wrangling or animosity. What respect she demonstrated for her 
husband, and she deserved it herself likewise to the highest degree! Think of 
the number and the depth of the virtues which she assembled and mingled 
in herself, acquiring them at the different stages of her life! True, Macrinus 
has the great consolation of having possessed that blessing for so long, 
but this intensifies his loss all the more, for the grief of missing her is 
increased through the past enjoyment of pleasures. So I shall suffer 
anxiety on this dearest friend’s behalf until he can lend himself to 
distractions, and endure the scar of his wound. Nothing can achieve this so 
much as necessity itself, length of time, and sufficiency of grief. Farewell. 
(my emphasis)572 

 
First, Macrinus has lost a singular example of a wife: “amisit uxorem singularis 

exempli.” This is the language of tombs but it is late. Of the thirteen examples of 

this phrase, five are of uncertain date, one is Julio-Claudian, two are Christian, and 

five are either Flavian or from the Adopted Emperors. This was, therefore, an 

epithetical phrase that was temporally related to Pliny. Pliny used this phrase and 

so did purchasers of tombs in Pliny’s time. In the tombs, it is often connected with 

rarissima, which is also over-represented in the second century. This shows that 

Pliny’s mimicry of epigraphic phrases was in keeping with the conventions of the 

late first and second centuries, the moment at which significant changes to the 

epigraphic habit were occurring in Rome.573 This is also the case for the remaining 

sections of his description where he used phrases invoking a lack of quarrelling 

(sine iurgio, sine offensa) and the length of marriage. Both of these epithets are 

                                       
571 Plin. Ep. 8.5. In this and all letters of Pliny, I have employed bold font to highlight areas 
of importance. I have also added bolding to the English translations. All such bolding is my 
emphasis. 
572 Walsh, The Complete Letters, 191. My emphasis in bold. 
573 For Rarissima, see Table 12 and Graph 33 in Appendix B. 
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over-represented in the second century and so are typical of Pliny’s age. It is also 

quite typical to find the two of them together.574 What Pliny puts into words that the 

epitaphs do not is the connection between the length of marriage and the portrayal 

of grief. The length of this couple’s marriage will be a consolation to the husband 

because the “good” marriage lasted but also a source of extra grief as the husband 

is fully aware of what he has lost. By giving the length of marriage alone, this would 

be obvious to the reader of an epitaph. In his epistolary (and rhetorical) genre, Pliny 

had to expand the theme for his audience. 

 Pliny also used epigraphic terminology to refer to the deceased wife of 

Maximus but his language was more limited and less indicative of the second 

century epigraphic habit. Pliny referred to the wife of Maximus as “a wife very dear 

to you” (uxorem carissimam tibi). He also described her as probatissima in that her 

husband “held her in the highest esteem” (probatissimam habuisti).575 This is a very 

unusual epithet but carissima is quite common, as we will see. What is interesting 

is that Pliny, more so than Cicero, followed many of the epithetical conventions 

specific to the later epitaphs. 

 

5. The Activities of Women and “Real” Women in Pliny 

What becomes apparent in an examination of Pliny’s letters is that most 

women appear idealised indicating that the social reality of Pliny’s audience had 

changed and the interest had shifted to portrayals of paradigmatic women as 

opposed to “real” women. There are, however, glimpses of “real” women and the  

“real” activities of upper-class Roman women in the early second century. It some 

ways, there appear not to have been great changes from the activities of women 

                                       
574 See Appendix B, Table 12 and Graph 35 (for sine) and Graph 32 (for LOM). See Appendix 
A for more on the meaning of LOM as an epithet and the connection to sine (e.g. 34/42 
epitaphs with sine also have LOM). 
575 Plin. Ep. 6.34: C. Plinius Maximo suo s. Recte fecisti, quod gladiatorium munus 
Veronensibus nostris promisisti, a quibus olim amaris, suspiceris, ornaris. inde etiam uxorem 
carissimam tibi et probatissimam habuisti, cuius memoriae aut opus aliquod aut 
spectaculum atque hoc potissimum, quod maxime funeri, debebatur. To his friend Maximus: 
You did well to promise a gladiatorial show to our citizens of Verona, by whom you have for 
long been loved, respected, and honoured. Moreover, this was a city from which you gained 
your wife, whom you loved so dearly and esteemed so highly. To her memory some 
public building, or some public show—and this most fittingly as a funeral tribute—was due. 
(Walsh, The Complete Letters, 161). 
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seen in the letters of Cicero but what does appear to have changed is the scope: 

Pliny seems only concerned with women in his immediate circle. This could be an 

element of his self-presentation. It could also be illustrative of a narrowing circle for 

the upper classes. Likely this question is impossible to answer at this point.  

As in Cicero’s day, it becomes clear that women continued to own and 

control property as Pliny comments on his mother-in-law’s property and wealth in 

three letters. Pompeia Celerina, likely the mother of Pliny’s second wife,576 owned 

houses in at least five locations. These were opulent and Pliny’s presentation of 

them makes him appear slightly jealous of their amenities (one had a 

bathhouse).577 Sherwin-White has noted that Pliny made free use of her houses as 

well as her money, as described in 3.19.578  In Ep. 3.19, Pliny discussed his plans 

to buy land adjacent to one of his own properties. Although he acknowledged that 

his own wealth was tied up in land and he little in the way of liquid funds, this 

                                       
576 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 92. She is the mother of “presumably his second 
wife, who died in 96-97. She is now married to Bittius Proculus, IX.13.4, 13.” 
577 Pliny mentions Pompeia Celerina’s properties in two letters: Ep. 6.10 for a house at 
Alsium and for the additional four and his jealousy see: Plin. Ep. 1.4: C. Plinius Pompeiae 
Celerinae socrui s. Quantum copiarum in Ocriculano, in Narniensi, in Carsulano, in Perusino 
tuo, in Narniensi vero etiam balineum! ex epistulis meis (nam iam tuis opus non est) una illa 
brevis et vetus sufficit: non mehercule tam mea sunt, quae mea sunt, quam quae tua. 
hoc tamen differunt, quod sollicitius et intentius tui me quam mei excipiunt. {||} idem fortasse 
eveniet tibi, si quando in nostra deverteris. 3quod velim facias, primum ut perinde nostris rebus 
ac nos tuis perfruaris, deinde ut mei expergiscantur aliquando, qui me secure ac prope 
neglegenter exspectant. 4nam mitium dominorum apud servos ipsa consuetudine metus 
exolescit; novitatibus excitantur probarique dominis per alios magis quam per ipsos laborant. 
vale. = “To Pompeia Celerina, his mother-in-law: What amenities you have in your houses at 
Ocriculum, Narnia, Carsulae, and Perusia! At Narnia there is even a bathhouse! My letters 
make these available, so there is no need for you to write now, as the brief note which you 
wrote earlier is enough. I swear that my own properties are not so much mine as are yours. 
The difference between yours and ours is that your domestics welcome me with more 
attention and concern than do my own. Perhaps you will get the same treatment should you 
at some time break your journey at ours. I should like you to do this, first so that you may 
enjoy our hospitality as we enjoy yours, and secondly so that my servants may finally rouse 
themselves, for they await my coming without concern, almost offhandedly. The fact is that 
when masters are tolerant, the fear felt by their slaves is dispelled through their growing 
used to us, whereas they rouse themselves when there are new arrivals, and they strive to 
win the favour of their masters by attention to others rather than to ourselves. Farewell.” 
Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 4-5. 

578 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 259. “Socru. He freely uses her country houses, I.4, 
VI.10.I, and remarks [in I.4] ‘non. . .tam mea sunt quae mea sunt quam quae tua’. This is 
Pompeia Celerina, mother of his first or second wife.” 
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would not be a problem as he would be able to use his mother-in-law’s money as 

his own.  

quaeris, an hoc ipsum triciens facile colligere possimus: sum quidem prope 
totus in praediis, aliquid tamen fenero, nec molestum erit mutuari; accipiam a 
socru, cuius arca non secus ac mea utor.579  

You ask whether I can readily raise the three million. My wealth is almost 
entirely invested in land, but I lend some money at interest, and it will not 
be difficult to borrow. I shall obtain some money from my mother-in-law, 
whose wealth I deploy just like my own.580 

 
Although Pliny was firm in his belief that his mother-in-law’s wealth was his 

to use, this may indicate nothing more than continued amicitia on the part of Pliny 

and Pompeia Celerina. Carlon argues that this shows more. She argues that Pliny 

had already used Ep. 1.4 to show his closeness to Pompeia but, more importantly, 

his right to use her property as his own: “Pliny begins his verbal appropriation of 

Pompeia’s property as his letter abrogates any need for a letter from her” 581 and 

this is furthered by his discussion of her wealth in 3.19. As Carlon notes:  

Pliny’s control of Pompeia’s property in 1.4 is further indicated by a 
statement that he makes regarding her property in another letter…Pliny 
pointedly refers to Pompeia’s money as a source of capital readily available 
for his use, as if it were his own.582 

 

Carlon points out that this allows Pliny to present himself as in control of Pompeia’s 

wealth due to their close association and not because he has unscrupulously taken 

advantage of her.583 However, it may simply be that Pompeia Celerina and Pliny had 

a close relationship and that he knew he could rely on her. According to Carlon, 

this may indicate a shift in the view of women and their independence in financial 

matters, as Pliny’s treatment of Pompeia was similar to the control found in 

tutela.584 However, no mention is made of a tutor for Pompeia and the institution 

was, by Pliny’s time, largely toothless; it is possible Pompeia did not have a tutor.585 

Pliny’s treatment of Pompeia’s wealth, however, went beyond that of a tutor as he 

                                       
579 Plin. Ep. 3.19.8. 
580 Walsh, The Complete Letters, 79. 
581 Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 119-120. 
582 Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 120. 
583 Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 121. 
584 Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 120. 
585 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 20. 
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clearly expected her to act as his bankroll. This was despite the fact that he had no 

legal or moral right to Pompeia’s wealth, especially given the death of his wife and 

Pompeia’s remarriage; the only access he had was what she granted him. Thus, this 

may be seen in two ways. In one way, this episode is clearly connected to Pliny’s 

self-presentation, as Carlon notes.586 However, as Pliny had no moral or legal right 

to assume the use of Pompeia’s wealth, it is conceivable that Pompeia had made a 

deliberate choice to allow Pliny to use her wealth and it does not appear that this 

was coerced (though it may have been). Thus, she may have made the independent 

choice to allow Pliny to use her financially thus maintaining the financial 

independence of women in Pliny’s age that had been visible in Cicero’s time. 

In addition to financial matters, women were also still involved in court 

cases in the later Empire. Pliny wrote of Arrionilla, the wife of Timon.  

Praeterea reminiscebatur, quam capitaliter ipsum me apud centumviros 
lacessisset. aderam Arrionillae, Timonis uxori, rogatu Aruleni Rustici; Regulus 
contra.587  
 
He [Pliny’s enemy in the courts, Regulus] also recalled with what hostility he 
had assailed me in the Centumviral court. I was appearing on behalf of 
Arrionilla, the wife of Timon, at the request of Arulenus Rusticus, and 
Regulus was on the opposing side.588 

 

The basis of this court case is unknown.589 It is likely, however, that Arrionilla was 

not a woman with whom Pliny was only casually acquainted. She appears to have 

been a relative of Arria, wife of Caecina Paetus or their daughter, Arria the Younger, 

wife of P. Clodius Thrasea Paetus.590 As both men, and their wives, had been part of 

the various generations of Stoic resistance to emperors (Arria and Paetus under 

Claudius, Thrasea under Nero, and Arria the Younger and her daughter Fannia 

                                       
586 Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 122. See Plin. Ep. 9.13.13. 
587 Plin, Ep. 1.5. 
588 Walsh, Complete Letters, 5. 
589 Walsh, Complete Letters, 289-290. Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 47. 
590 For the identification of Arrionilla see Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 97. “Timon 
must be one of Arulenus’ philosopher friends. The name Arrionilla suggests that Timon 
married into the family of Thrasea and Arria.” Also, in note to nitebamus nos, Sherwin-
White notes that “Pliny appears as a witness in s. 6 and perhaps was not advocate in this 
case, despite aderam above.” Syme, “People in Pliny,” 146. “Arrionilla (I, 5, 5). Wife of Timon, 
a friend of Rusticus Arulenus. If a connection is surmised with Arria, the wife of Thrasea 
Paetus, the name would have to be changed. Cf. Arria Arrionilla (CIL vi, I2404). But it can 
stand. The gentilicium ‘Arrionius,’ though not attested, is plausible.” 
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under Domitian), Pliny’s letter about Arrionilla allowed him to show his own 

connections with the so-called “Stoic opposition” to the tyrannical Domitian. It also 

is evidence, however, that women continued to have a public presence. This is also 

illustrated by Pliny’s letter 4.17 in which he replied to a previous letter reminding 

him of a promise to represent Corellia Hispulla in court. Corellia Hispulla was the 

daughter of Pliny’s mentor, Corellius Rufus.591 This case demonstrates two items. 

First, women were involved in court proceedings and this was unsurprising (again, 

the case is unknown). Second, Pliny’s involvement, as preserved for posterity, in the 

legal battles of women was limited to women in a very narrow circle of personal 

acquaintances. 

 Pliny’s letter to Calvina, an adfinis, advising her to accept her father’s 

inheritance, also illustrates the continuing and unsurprising involvement of women 

in legal matters. Calvina might have been related to Pliny through one of his three 

wives as he called her an adfinis.592 Sherwin-White simply states that Calvina was 

an unknown addressee.593 A relation of some kind seems likely, however, as Pliny’s 

usual female correspondents were relatives or close acquaintances. In this letter, 

Pliny explained to Calvina (who surely would have known) that Pliny had become 

her father’s sole creditor after his death. In addition to other loans, Pliny had given 

Calvina’s father 100,000 sesterces for her dowry. Pliny wrote that he would be 

erasing the debt and that Calvina would owe him nothing. His generosity was not 

due to his own wealth but was only possible due to his modest lifestyle. It was now 

Calvina’s duty to live up to the memory of her father and uphold his honour.594 

                                       
591 Plin. Ep. 4.17 and Walsh, Complete Letters, 311. 
592 See Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 127, 133. Carlon offers no evidence for this theory and 
states that Calvina’s identity is “so obscure as to remain beyond even hypothesis.”  
593 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 149-150.  
594 Plin. Ep. 2.4. C. Plinius Calvinae suae s. 1 Si pluribus pater tuus vel uni cuilibet alii quam 
mihi debuisset, fuisset fortasse dubitandum, an adires hereditatem etiam viro gravem. 2 cum 
vero ego ductus adfinitatis officio dimissis omnibus, qui, non dico molestiores, sed diligentiores 
erant, creditor solus exstiterim, cumque vivente eo nubenti tibi in dotem centum milia contulerim 
praeter eam summam, quam pater tuus quasi de meo dixit (erat enim solvenda de meo), 
magnum habes facilitatis meae pignus, cuius fiducia debes famam defuncti pudoremque 
suscipere. ad quod te ne verbis magis quam rebus horter, quidquid mihi pater tuus debuit, 
acceptum tibi fieri iubebo. “If your father had owed money to several people, or to any 
individual other than me, perhaps you would have wondered whether to take on an 
inheritance which would have been oppressive even for a man. But I have been guided by 
my obligation as a relative, and have paid off all those who were being somewhat—perhaps 
troublesome is the wrong word, but attentive. So I have emerged as his sole creditor. While 
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Carlon points out that this is part of Pliny’s autobiographical intent to show 

that he was modest of means, frugal and yet could be generous when it counted as 

in the Calvina situation; it also highlights how he took care of a vulnerable female 

relation who had been left in dire straits by a spendthrift father.595 In addition to 

these areas, this letter also provides evidence for a woman struggling with the 

decision of whether or not to accept her inheritance due to her father’s debts—Pliny 

was her rescuer. However, this tells the reader more about Pliny than about women 

as Carlon observes.596 It does demonstrate that dowries for the élite may have 

become onerous in Pliny’s time, though Calvina’s dowry was not out of line with 

what is known of dowry sums;597 it may only have been onerous due to her father’s 

lax spending which was set up as a foil for Pliny’s moderate lifestyle. It also 

demonstrates the continued involvement of women in legal and financial matters.  

 The conclusion subsequent to reading Pliny’s letters is that specific women 

were still involved in activities reminiscent of those seen in Cicero’s letters. 

However, the variety seen in Cicero, in the number of women discussed and the 

type and variety of activities, seems to have decreased in Pliny’s letters. This seems 

indicative of a larger societal shift. Mary T. Boatwright has compared the evidence 

for imperial women under Trajan and Hadrian to evidence for earlier imperial 

women, specifically Livia, and has found that it illustrates the “subservience and 

impotence” of imperial women in the early second century C.E., and more broadly 

that of upper-class Roman women in general.598 This is not an uncontested view. In 

recent scholarship on imperial women, such as Matidia the Younger, a great deal of 

social, political, and economic influence on the part of imperial women has been 

                                       
he was still alive, and when your marriage was being arranged, I contributed 100,000 
sesterces towards your dowry, in addition to the amount that your father promised you, 
which came virtually from me (for he could pay it only by drawing on my finances). So you 
have a striking assurance of my generosity, relying on which you must protect your father’s 
good name and honour. To encourage you with deeds rather than words to do this, I shall 
give instructions that the entire sum owed me by your father will be credited to your 
account.” Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 32-33. 

595 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 156. 
596 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 156. 
597 See Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 344-346 for examples of dowries: Terentia’s was 400,000 
HS and 1 million was not an uncommon sum for the senatorial class. Exaggerations, 
however, and standardised sums do occur which clouds the issue. 
598 Mary T. Boatwright, “The Imperial Women of the Early Second Century A.C.,” The 
American Journal of Philology 112 (1991): 513-540. 
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demonstrated.599 However, it does appear that although women were involved in 

pursuits similar to those in the early principate (and, I would argue, also in Cicero’s 

day), it was not as common and there was a reaction against it in writers such as 

Pliny.600 Boatwright sees “an unmistakable reaffirmation of what might be called 

‘traditional roles’ for women: as submissive and receptive helpmeets of their 

husbands, responsible for the house and especially for raising children” rather than 

the equal and respectful conjugal relationship posited by some.601  

 The reaction by Pliny against the activities of women which had been viewed 

as normal by Cicero could indicate that Pliny’s purpose was to show women either 

as uninvolved in certain activities (and, by that lack of involvement as “good 

women”) or, as we will see below with Ummidia Quadratilla, as involved and 

therefore “bad women.” This may be especially true when viewed against the “larger 

context…of numerous other elite Roman women, who are documented from the late 

first century A.C. into the third in public roles as benefactresses and even officials 

in Italy and the provinces, apparently with no diminution of their numbers in the 

Trajanic and Hadrianic period.”602 Thus, Pliny’s portrayal of women could be viewed 

as both realistic, in the sense that this was what other Roman men of his social 

class wished to be the case, and unrealistic, in that his portrayal of the ideal may 

not have matched the actual activities of non-imperial Roman women. In contrast 

to Cicero’s letters, in Pliny’s letters ideals have eclipsed social reality. 

 

6. Ummidia Quadratilla: Pantomimes and Propriety 

The most realistic portrayal of a woman in Pliny’s letters is that of Ummidia 

Quadratilla, an eighty-year-old aristocratic woman and the daughter of C. 

Ummidius Quardatillus, Suffect Consul c. 40 C.E. She was born c. 28 C.E. and the 

family was from Casinum.603 Tellingly, perhaps, Pliny disapproves of her. Pliny was 

                                       
599 Christer Bruun, “Matidia the Younger as a Public Figure in Italy: New Benefactions from 
Ancient Suessa” (paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Philological 
Association, Montreal, QC. 6-9 January 2005), 1-16, especially 11-12. 
600 Boatwright, “Imperial Women,” 539.  
601 Boatwright, “Imperial Women,” 538. Contra: P. Veyne, “La Famille et l'amour sous le 
Haut-Empire romain,” AnnalesESC 33 (1978) 35-63, esp. (e.g.) 37 and M. Foucault, The 
Care of the Self, trans. R. Hurley (New York 1986). 
602 Boatwright, “Imperial Women,” 535. 
603 For more on the Ummidii family in general, Ummidia’s role in the family, and the family’s 
connection to the imperial court, see Ronald Syme, “The Ummidii.” Historia 17 (1968): 72-
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closely connected to her grandson, whom he saw as having a promising future, and 

wrote a letter (to a third party) on the death of Ummidia Quadratilla that is more a 

letter of promotion for the grandson than a letter memorialising Ummidia.  

Ummidia Quadratilla appears in letter 7.24. Pliny wrote this letter both to 

inform on her life and in judgement of it. At age 80, she left an “edifying will” with 

one-third going to her granddaughter and the remaining two-thirds going to her 

grandson. Pliny then used the letter to detail the young man’s Spartan existence 

even in the household of his libertine grandmother.  

At 7.24.5 Pliny wrote that:  

habebat illa pantomimos fovebatque effusius, quam principi feminae convenit”  
 
She kept a troupe of pantomime dancers, and indulged them more 
extravagantly than was fitting for a woman in high society.604  

 
But Pliny was quick to state that her grandson never watched.  

 

hos Quadratus non in theatro, non domi spectabat; nec illa exigebat. audivi 
ipsam, cum mihi commendaret nepotis sui studia, solere se, ut feminam in illo 
otio sexus, laxare animum lusu calculorum, solere spectare pantomimos suos; 
sed cum factura esset alterutrum, semper se nepoti suo praecepisse, abiret 
studeretque; quod mihi non amore eius magis facere quam reverentia 
videbatur. 

Quadratus never watched them, either in the theatre or at home, nor did 
Quadratilla demand his presence. On one occasion she informed me, when 
she was entrusting me with her grandson’s studies, that it was her practice, 
as a woman enjoying the leisure of her sex, to relax with a game of draughts, 
or in watching her pantomime dancers; but before doing either of these 
things she always instructed her grandson to retire to his studies. It seemed 
to me that she did this more out of respect for him than out of affection.605 

 

Pliny was impressed at the young man’s devotion to his studies and his ability to 

ignore the immoral goings-on in the house. It is clear that Pliny disapproved of 

Ummidia’s behaviour but, from what he says in the letter, as below, it also seems 

that this was not abnormal behaviour: Pliny’s disapproval was not the normal 

reaction of theatre-goers who enjoyed the performances. When Pliny and Quadratus 

                                       
105. 
604 Plin. Ep. 7.24.5. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, Complete Letters, 179. 
605 Plin. Ep. 7.24.5. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, Complete Letters, 179. 
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attended a pantomime show in the theatre, this was a popular event and the vast 

majority saw nothing wrong with Ummidia’s pantomimes. 

at hercule alienissimi homines in honorem Quadratillae (pudet me dixisse 
honorem) per adulationis officium in theatrum cursitabant, exsultabant, 
plaudebant, mirabantur ac deinde singulos gestus dominae cum canticis 
reddebant; qui nunc exiguissima legata, theatralis operae corollarium, accipient 
ab herede, qui non spectabat. … gaudeo enim pietate defunctae, honore optimi 
iuvenis. 

 
But good heavens, men with absolutely no connection with her were paying 
honour to her (I am ashamed to have said ‘honour’). As they performed their 
service of flattery, they were rushing to the theatre, jumping up and down, 
clapping their hands, expressing admiration, and then reciprocating every 
gesture of their mistress as they sang. They will now receive the tiniest of 
bequests as a bonus for their activities in the theatre from an heir who failed 
to watch them….My delight springs from the dead woman’s family feeling, 
and the honour bestowed on this best of young men.606 

 
Thus, the majority of the audience, with Pliny being more the exception than the 

rule, enjoyed these performances and congratulated Ummidia for her success in 

being a part of them. When looking at Pliny’s reaction, this letter explains many 

things. First, as Syme noted:  

 
Sober standards of conduct were on parade after the calamitous end of 
the Julian and Claudian line. Wit and folly and extravagance belonged to 
a past age. Relics survived, to be sure, in court circles.…Quadratilla, by 
her tastes and habits, prolonged the memory of the Old Empire into the 
middle years of Trajan.607  

 
 
Pliny judged this woman based on her interest in theatre, specifically her ownership 

of a troupe of pantomime actors.608 Pliny, as the above letter shows, clearly found 

                                       
606 Plin. Ep. 7.24. Walsh’s translation, 179. 
607 Syme, “The Ummidii,” 75. 
608 David H. Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla: Cagey Businesswoman or Lazy Pantomime 
Watcher?,” Classical Antiquity 18 (1999): 330-348. 331, n. 5: Sick notes that troupe is 
incorrect terminology as pantomime actors performed as solo acts (in scenes based on 
mythological stories and, often, on Greek tragedy). Thus, Ummidia Quadratilla’s “troupe” 
would not perform as a group but individually. For more on Pantomime, see E. Jory, 
“Associations of Actors in Rome,” Hermes 98 (1970): 224-253. E. Jory, “The Early 
Pantomime Riots” in Maistor: Classical, Byzantine and Renaissance Studies for Robert 
Browning ed. Ann Moffat (Canberra: Australian Association For Byzantine Studies, 1984), 
57-66. E. Jory, “The Literary Evidence for the Beginnings of Imperial Pantomime,” Bulletin of 
the Institute of Classical Studies 28 (1991): 147-61. 
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her morals lacking as a result and may have seen her behaviour as a holdover from 

an earlier, and unlamentedly bygone, period.  

David H. Sick argues that this moral judgement was the result of a variety of 

Roman prejudices that were based on factors inherent in the nature of pantomime. 

These included a general prejudice against the arts and theatre (specifically, Greek 

theatre and performers), the slave or freed status of performers, the “unrestrained” 

emotions presented in plays, and the taking of money for services (another anti-

lower-working-class prejudice). Despite this, pantomime was extremely popular in 

Rome.609 When it comes to Ummidia, however, Sick notes that Pliny found her 

involvement to be morally wrong; past assessments of Ummidia have followed 

Pliny’s: the very fact that Ummidia owned pantomimes showed “a flaw in her 

character.”610 Sick, however, posits reasons other than moral laxness for Ummidia’s 

interest in the theatre: economic and political power. 

Although Ummidia spent money on supporting theatre (she built an 

amphitheatre in her hometown611) the ownership of a pantomime, or several 

pantomimes, would not have cost her money but rather would have contributed to 

making her money. Pantomime actors were expensive and very valuable if slaves—

they also earned a great deal of money.612 This would add to Ummidia’s wealth. In 

addition to wealth, Sick hypothesizes that control of a pantomime group resulted in 

political clout: 

If, as we have seen, it was the case that the popularity of pantomimes could 
evoke rioting and sessions of the senate, the political advantage of owning 
pantomimes is clear. We should imagine various upper-class friends (males 
were the primary sponsors of games) appealing to Ummidia for the use of her 
pantomimes at various public and private events, or to Licinia for the 
employment of Eucharis, for that matter. In turn, in a society that was very 
concerned about the exchange of duties and gifts, Ummidia or Licinia might 

                                       
609 Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 331-333. 
610 Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 335. For the list of past assessments that accept Pliny’s 
judgment, see Sick, 335, nn. 30-33. 
611 CIL 10.5813 = ILS 5628: Ummidia C. f. Quadratilla amphitheatrum et templum Casinatibus 
sua pecunia fecit. “Ummidia Quadratilla, daughter of Gaius, built this amphitheater and 
temple with her own money for the citizens of Casinum.” Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 336 
n. 40. Sick’s translation. 
612 Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 339. Sick cites Pliny the Elder for the fact that a slave 
trained as an actor was worth 700,000 sesterces if he wanted to buy his own freedom (Plin. 
NH. 7.39) and Cicero’s fragmented speech for Roscius, that a slave trained to be an actor 
went in value from 6,000 HS to 600,000 sesterces and that the actor-slave would earn 
100,000 sesterces a year. 
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have acquired forms of power not traditionally accessible to Roman women. 
The most important people at Rome would have wanted to have the most 
popular entertainers at the games they sponsored; if the mimes of Ummidia 
were employed, she would have been in a position to make a subtle demand 
for an economic or political reward in return.613  

 

Thus, luxury and laxness are moral judgements that hide other reasons for being 

involved in the theatre. Certainly, the disapproving note in Pliny regarding the 

“honours” paid to Ummidia by theatre-goers shows that not everyone disapproved 

and that Ummidia gained a favourable reputation for having successful pantomime 

actors in her service.614 

 Conversely, behind the veil of disapproval apparent in Pliny’s description, we 

see a woman who was involved in a variety of public events through her actors 

including the sacerdotal games. This is likely a more realistic portrait of a “real” 

woman in Pliny’s time. Though Pliny disapproved, it does not seem as though her 

behaviour was outside the norm.615 Thus, by a comparison to Ummidia, other 

women in Pliny’s letters appear far more idealized than the “compact and sturdy”616 

Ummidia. Pliny’s intention seems to have been to use Ummidia as an example of 

“bad” female behaviour to highlight the goodness of her grandson, and perhaps of 

the other women in his letters, but the unintended result is that the letter has 

supplied a more realistic portrait of a Roman matrona.  

 

7. Examples of Behaviour: Pliny’s View of the Role of Wives 

Pliny, in his letters, used women as examples of virtuous female behaviour 

much more frequently than he used women as examples of daily activities. These 

were women who were not related to Pliny but who showed qualities that he 

                                       
613 Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 345. 
614 Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 340, n. 53: “The mention of a single pantomime here is 
interesting. Perhaps one of Ummidia's clients was given the lead role, for there was generally 
only one main performer other than the chorus in the pantomime shows. If this were the 
case, it would explain why Quadratus mentions only one performer and why some of the 
theatrical crowd fawn over Ummidia after the performance, as if it were a major coup for the 
old lady.” 
615 Sick, “Ummidia Quadratilla,” 342-343. Sick, in a review of epigraphic material, finds 
twenty-seven actors with female owners or patronae. Some of these were owned by women of 
the same name but Sick argues for separate women with overlapping names. 
616 Plin. Ep. 7.24. Walsh’s translation, 178. In Pliny’s words, she was “compacto corpore et 
robusto.” 
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thought were important—either negative or positive in nature. The above Ummidia 

could be included in this section as an example of negative qualities and behaviour. 

Another example would be Gallitta who appeared in letter 6.31.4. In this letter, the 

character of the bad woman was coupled with an example of the proper emotion of 

a marriage: love.617  

Pliny wrote to his correspondent about a variety of cases heard by the 

emperor. Among them was that of the adulteress Gallitta, the wife of a military 

tribune; she had committed adultery with a centurion who was then dishonourably 

discharged and banished. Gallitta’s husband, unfortunately, did not wish to charge 

his wife, but the lex Iulia de Adulteriis Coercendis was clear on this point: two 

people, both the adulterer and the adulteress, had to be charged. Gallitta, therefore, 

had to be divorced by her husband and charged and punished under the Julian 

adultery law.618 Though Pliny did not mention this, the fact of the matter is that if 

her husband had not divorced her and prosecuted her then he would have been 

open to a charge of lenocinium (procuring) and subject to similar penalties. The 

penalties were harsh: relegatio (exile for all convicted to separate islands), 

confiscation of one-third of the woman’s property and one-half of the man’s 

                                       
617 Plin. Ep. 6.31.4.  
618 Plin. Ep. 6.31.4: Sequenti die audita est Gallitta adulterii rea. nupta haec tribuno militum 
honores petituro et suam et mariti dignitatem centurionis amore maculaverat. maritus legato 
consulari, ille Caesari scripserat. Caesar excussis probationibus centurionem exauctoravit 
atque etiam relegavit. supererat crimini, quod nisi duorum esse non poterat, reliqua pars 
ultionis: sed maritum non sine aliqua reprehensione patientiae amor uxoris retardabat, quam 
quidem etiam post delatum adulterium domi habuerat, quasi contentus aemulum removisse. 
admonitus, ut perageret accusationem, peregit invitus. sed illam damnari etiam invito 
accusatore necesse erat: damnata et Iuliae legis poenis relicta est. = “Next day there was a 
hearing implicating Gallitta on a charge of adultery. She was married to a military tribune 
who was a candidate for office. She had brought a stigma to her own reputation and to that 
of her husband by a love affair with a centurion. Her husband had reported this to the 
consular governor, who had written to the emperor about it. Caesar reviewed the evidence of 
witnesses, dishonourably discharged the centurion, and also banished him. Since the 
accusation had to be levelled at two persons, the issue of the remaining punishment was 
still outstanding. But love for his wife and a kind of self-blame for his own complaisance 
gave the husband pause. Indeed, even after her adultery had been exposed, he had kept her 
in his house, as if he was content to be rid of his rival. When he was warned that he must go 
through with his accusation, he did so, but unwillingly. However it was essential for her to 
be condemned, even against the wishes of her accuser. So she was condemned, and 
subjected to punishment according to the Julian law.” Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The 
Complete Letters, 157. 
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property, and the loss of half the woman’s dowry.619 The only option, in this case, 

was for the husband to proceed with the prosecution. 

According to Sherwin-White, this shows “how strictly the harsher provisions 

of the adultery law were enforced at this time.”620 The man did not want to lose his 

wife but Trajan would not allow this couple to escape the law. What Pliny focused 

on, however, was the reason for the husband’s reluctance. Love of his wife hindered 

him (amor uxoris retardabat).621 Love was now mentioned as part of the marriage 

relationship and was given as a reason to circumvent the law (though the emperor 

rejected this reasoning). As we will see, the idea (or ideal) of marital love was 

prominently displayed in Pliny’s view of marriage and this is quite different from the 

view in Cicero. This is clearly an example of a married woman gone bad but it is 

more an example of Pliny’s view (or the view of his audience) on marriage in second 

century Rome: the marital relationship should include amor uxoris. 

In addition to love, the ideals of chastity and sobriety also make an 

appearance in Pliny’s examples of good wives. Cicero was not concerned with the 

chastity of Tullia—that is to say, he was not concerned enough to mention it in a 

letter. There is certainly no evidence (though it may be lost) that he was concerned 

that her first husband be attractive as a reward for her chastity. Pliny was. In letter 

1.14, Pliny wrote to recommend a man as a potential husband for a friend’s niece, 

likely named Iunia and identified as the daughter of Q. Iunius Arulenius 

Rusticus.622 The young man was handsome and this was important.  

est illi facies liberalis multo sanguine, multo rubore suffusa, est ingenua totius 
corporis pulchritudo et quidam senatorius decor. quae ego nequaquam arbitror 
neglegenda; debet enim hoc castitati puellarum quasi praemium dari. 
(my emphasis) 

                                       
619 See Dig. 48.5. See also Treggiari, Roman Marriage, specifically her chapter on “Sexual 
Relations” which gives an excellent overview of the issues and complications of this law 
(277-290). David Cohen, “The Augustan Law on Adultery: the Social and Cultural Context” 
in The Family in Italy from Antiquity to the Present. eds. David I. Kertzer and Richard P. Saller 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991): 109-126. Jane F. Gardner, Being a Roman 
Citizen (London: Routledge, 1993), 147-148. Susan M. Treggiari, “‘Caught in the act’: in filia 
deprehendere in the lex Iulia de adulteriis” in “Vertis in usum:” Studies in Honor of Edward 
Courtney, ed. by John F. Miller, Cynthia Damon, K. Sara Myers (Munich: Saur, 2002): 243-
249. Numerous studies of the law and its various aspects are available, for example, Thomas 
A.J. McGinn, “Concubinage and the Lex Julia on Adultery," TAPA 121 (1991): 335-375. 
620 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 393. 
621 Plin. Ep. 6.31.4-5.  
622 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 117. 
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He has the looks of a real gentleman, with a rosy countenance and high 
colour. He is genuinely handsome in physique, with the fitting air of a 
senator. Such factors are in my view certainly not to be disregarded, for they 
are, so to say, as the reward bestowed on girls for their chastity. (my 
emphasis)623 

 

This is seen, by Pliny, as worth mentioning and this is very much a change from 

Cicero’s areas of interest involving women.  

 The young man’s maternal grandmother was also worth mentioning. Pliny 

noted that she was from Patavium (Padua, the home town of Livy) with a comment 

equalling: “you know how they are.” Sherwin-White notes that the Patavians were 

prone to “excessive priggishness.”624 Pliny was pleased to say that even among the 

priggish Patavians, Seranna Procula was a “model of sobriety” (severitatis exemplum 

est).625 

 Thus, the ideals that Pliny felt were worth highlighting were handsomeness 

in a man, chastity in a girl ready for marriage, and sobriety (or sternness) in an 

older matron (a quality, to be sure, that he found lacking in Ummidia). These were 

not qualities that were found in Cicero’s letters regarding women of his personal 

lived reality. 

Modesty was also stressed in Pliny’s description of Minicia Marcella in Letter 

5.16.626 Pliny notes that she had both maidenly modesty and matronly gravitas. 

 
Tristissimus haec tibi scribo Fundani nostri filia minore defuncta. qua puella 
nihil umquam festivius, amabilius, nec modo longiore vita, sed prope 
immortalitate dignius vidi.  

Nondum annos XIIII impleverat, et iam illi anilis prudentia, matronalis 
gravitas erat et tamen suavitas puellaris cum virginali verecundia. ut illa 

                                       
623 Plin. Ep. 1.14.8. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 17. 
624 Sherwin-White, The Complete Letters, 119. 
625 Plin. Ep. 1.14.6. habet aviam maternam Serranam Proculam e municipio Patavio. nosti loci 
mores: Serrana tamen Patavinis quoque severitatis exemplum est. (The young man’s maternal 
grandmother, Serrana Procula, is from the township of Patavium. You know the manner of 
their behaviour there, yet Seranna is a model of sobriety even to Patavians. Walsh’s 
translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 17). 
626 For more on Minicia Marcella and the inscription recording her death, see CIL 6.16631 = 
D 1030: D(is) M(anibus) / Miniciae / Marcellae / Fundani f(iliae) / v(ixit) a(nnos) XII 
m(enses) XI d(ies) VII (To the Sacred Spirits, For Minicia Marcella, the daughter of Fundanus, 
who lived for 12 years, 11 months, and 7 days). For a lengthy discussion of the discrepancy 
between the inscription and Pliny, see John Bodel, “Minicia Marcella: Taken before Her 
Time,” The American Journal of Philology 116 (1995): 453-460. 
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patris cervicibus inhaerebat! ut nos amicos paternos et amanter et modeste 
complectebatur! 

…iam destinata erat egregio iuveni, iam electus nuptiarum 
dies, iam nos vocati. quod gaudium quo maerore mutatum est! (my 
emphasis) 
 
I write these lines to you in great sadness, for the younger daughter of our 
friend Fundanus has died. I never saw anyone more sprightly and lovable 
than that girl, nor anyone worthier not just of a longer life, but of virtual 
immortality. She had not completed her fourteenth year, yet she already 
had the practical wisdom of an elder and the serious demeanour of a 
matron, though she also possessed a girl’s sweetness and a maiden’s 
modesty. How she would cling to her father’s neck! How she would embrace 
those of us who were her father’s friends, affectionately and modestly! 

...What a truly sad and bitter death! What a time to die, less 
fitting than her death itself! She was already betrothed to an 
outstanding young man; the wedding day was already chosen; we had 
already been invited. What joy transformed into such grief! (my 
emphasis)627 

 
In discussing Minicia Marcella, Pliny highlighted the fact that she has been taken 

after her marriage had been planned thus highlighting her transition to adulthood. 

Bodel has argued, convincingly, that Pliny exaggerated her age in order to illustrate 

this more effectively.  

The epitaph inscribed on her monument duly recorded for posterity the total 
sum of her days of life; it fell to Pliny, writing too for posterity but in a 
different medium and with a different purpose, to lament the loss of a girl on 
the cusp of womanhood, ripe for the marriage of which she was now cruelly 
deprived.628  
 

In illustrating her character, Pliny focused on three ideals: the chastity of a maiden 

(seen in virginali verecundia), the sternness of a matron (matronalis gravitas), as well 

as the discretion or knowledge of an old woman (anilis prudentia). This is quite 

similar to the characterisation of Iunia and Seranna Procula but in Minicia 

Marcella, both qualities were found in the same woman; the tragedy, for Pliny, was 

that she died before she could truly fulfil the promise of her character. As Carlon 

notes, by placing all three ideals, associated with three different life stages, in one 

girl, Pliny made Minicia Marcella into a paragon of virtue and an example to be 

                                       
627 Plin. Ep. 5.16. Walsh’s Transaltion. Walsh, Complete Letters, 127-128. 
628 Bodel, “Minicia Marcella,” 459. Pliny places her age at not quite fourteen and her epitaph, 
cited above, has it as not quite thirteen. 
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followed.629 This portrayal was of an ideal, however, and not of the real Minicia 

Marcella. 

Pliny also used the two Helvidiae sisters as examples of the proper role of 

wives. These two sisters died in childbirth. Pliny wrote that:  

Tristem et acerbum casum Helvidiarum sororum! utraque a partu, utraque 
filiam enixa decessit. Adficior dolore, nec tamen supra modum doleo: ita mihi 
luctuosum videtur, quod puellas honestissimas in flore primo 
fecunditas abstulit. angor infantium sorte, quae sunt parentibus 
statim, et dum nascuntur, orbatae, angor optimorum maritorum, angor 
etiam meo nomine. nam patrem illarum defunctum quoque perseverantissime 
diligo, ut actione mea librisque testatum est; cui nunc unus ex tribus liberis 
superest, domumque pluribus adminiculis paulo ante fundatam 
desolatus fulcit ac sustinet. (my emphasis) 

What a sad and bitter misfortune has befallen the Helvidian sisters! Both 
have died in childbirth, each having given birth to a girl. I grieve, but my 
grief is within bounds. It is a cause for lamentation that girls of the 
highest calibre have been cut off by their fertility in the first flower of 
youth. I mourn for the lot of the children, bereft of their mothers at the 
moment of birth; I mourn for their noble husbands, and I mourn on my 
own account, for with the greatest constancy I have continued to love their 
father too since his death, as my speech on his behalf and my books attest. 
Now only one of the three children survives, left alone as the stay and 
prop of a household which shortly before had the firm foundation of 
several supports. (my emphasis)630 

 

Fertility was paramount—Pliny would repeat this in reference to Calpurnia 

when he wrote to assure her grandfather that her miscarriage, though sad, at least 

proved her fertility.631 But the thrust of this letter was the continuation of their 

father’s, Helvidius’, line of descent. He had already died but with two daughters 

dying and only one grandson surviving, his noble Stoic family was in danger of 

being extinguished. This letter appears to tell the audience less about the Helvidiae 

and more about Pliny’s connection to this great Stoic family, resistors of 

Domitian.632 On closer inspection, however, Pliny’s portrayal of these women was in 

keeping with his illustration of the ideal wife. Both women married into good 

                                       
629 Carlon, Women in Pliny, 196. For a full treatment of Pliny’s purposes in presenting 
Minicia Marcella, see Carlon, Women in Pliny, 189-200. 
630 Plin. Ep. 4.21.1-4. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, Complete Letters, 101. 
631 Plin. Ep. 8.10.2. Pliny clearly wished to reassure Fabatus that Calpurnia’s miscarriage 
indicated her ability to reproduce and so neither Fabatus nor Pliny would be denied the 
much-longed-for child. 
632 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 64ff. 
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families and attempted to produce children who would act as the securers of the 

future of the families. That they died with their mission largely unaccomplished was 

a source of sadness and regret. As we will see in the section on inscriptions, length 

of marriage and age at death, particularly lower ages and lengths, were indicative of 

grief and loss of expectations for the future of the family. Pliny highlighted the fact 

that these women were cut down while “in the first flower.” They were very young 

when they died and this adds to the grief as it ended the expectations of the 

families for progeny and a future. This ties in to an illustration of grief that was 

common in the lower-class inscriptions as well and shows a rare commonality in 

the ideals presented in the two sources. 

 Pliny approved of education in a wife but this was coupled with his idea that 

a wife should be young and that the education was due to her husband and, 

therefore, was a reflection of him rather than of her. 

 
Legit mihi nuper epistulas; uxoris esse dicebat: Plautum vel Terentium metro 
solutum legi credidi. quae sive uxoris sunt, ut adfirmat, sive ipsius, ut negat, 
pari gloria dignus, qui aut illa componat aut uxorem quam virginem 
accepit, tam doctam politamque reddiderit. (my emphasis) 

Recently he read out to me some letters, which he said his wife wrote. I 
thought that what was being read to me was Plautus or Terence freed from 
the metre. Whether they were composed by his wife, as he maintains, or by 
his own hand, as he denies, he deserves equal credit; for he either 
penned them himself, or he has moulded the girl he married into so 
learned and elegant a wife. (my emphasis)633 

 
Walsh explains this by stating: “this patronizing comment is reminiscent of the 

attitudes of Plutarch and Pliny himself towards their young wives (see IV 19.2-4), 

though in mitigation we are to remember that brides were usually as young as 14; 

see, for example, V 16.2 [Minicia Marcella].”634 Sherwin-White points out that 

Pliny’s use of “quam virginem accepit” is also seen at 8.23.7 and that: “It indicates 

the first marriage of a lady in a society in which divorce was frequent.”635 The 

concentration in this letter is on two things: the learnedness of the wife, which he 

                                       
633 Plin. Ep. 1.16. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 19. 
634 Walsh, The Complete Letters, 295 n. 
635 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 122. 
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truly credits to the husband, and her youthfulness when she married.636 Pliny also 

concentrated on the youthfulness of other wives and brides (Calpurnia in Ep. 8.10 

and Ep. 8.11, Minicia Marcella in Ep. 5.16, the Helvidiae sisters in Ep. 4.21, and 

Iunia in Ep. 1.14). Thus, a key concern for Pliny and his audience seems to have 

been that the wife be young and mouldable.  

 

8. Women and Politics: The “Stoic Opposition” 

Included in the list of “women as examples” must be the women whom 

Carlon lists as belonging to the so-called “Stoic opposition” to Domitian. Pliny 

attempted to depict them in such a way so as to increase (and exaggerate) the 

public presentation of his own place in the resistance to Domitian. Pliny described 

himself as the avenger of the Stoics, which, as Carlon notes, was an effort to 

vindicate his true lack of action under Domitian.637 

Arria the Elder, Arria the Younger, and Clodia Fannia remain the most 

important of these Stoic women.638 With these women, Pliny demonstrated amicitia 

but it was related to who and what these women were.639 They were politically 

active women, devoted to philosophy, who resisted a tyrannical ruler. Their lives 

and actions allowed Pliny to present many stereotypes of women: devoted wives, 

selflessly sacrificing themselves for and with their husbands. They will briefly be 

                                       
636 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 124. On the education of wife, termed the “erudite 
spouse,” Sherwin-White compares this woman to Minicia Fundana. On page 347, Sherwin-
White notes that “Pliny’s letters are full of educated ladies, even if they have not studied 
rhetoric, such as the wife of Pompeius Saturninus, I.16.6, Corellia Hispulla, III.3, Calpurnia 
Hispulla, IV.19, and the mother of Calpurnius Piso, Ep.17.5, while Pliny’s own wife was 
being brought up to the ancient equivalent of novel reading, IV.19.2-4. The general position 
of women as property-owners in Roman society, and the virtual elimination of the tutela 
(II.20.10 n.), implies that education was widespread among women in the middle and upper 
classes, even if the formidable Ummidia Quadratilla was exceptional, VII.24. Juvenal 
satirizes such learned ladies in Sat. 6.434 ff.”  
637 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 45ff and n. 62. 
638 Gratilla is also mentioned with Arria and Fannia as a Stoic woman exiled from Rome in 
3.11.3. 
639 In 9.13.3, he describes his relationship with Helvidius, Arria, and Fannia as amicitia. In 
letter 3.11.3, he calls the seven men and women placed on trial his amici. The masculine 
would be inclusive of the men and women as he explains that he put himself at risk at the 
time “when seven of my friends had been either executed or exiled” = “cum septem amicis 
meis aut occisis aut relegatis” and then lists three of the men as executed and one man, 
Mauricus, and the three women as exiled. All seven, male and female, were considered by 
Pliny to be friends; he refers to the relationship as amicitia elsewhere and likely means that 
here is well. 
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discussed here though, as Carlon writes, the inclusion of these women was 

designed to highlight Pliny’s own (exaggerated) connection to the so-called “Stoic 

opposition.” They have been discussed piecemeal elsewhere and are held up as 

matronly exemplars though they are presented in a “cloying portrait” of “trite 

laudatory terms” and seem “too-good-to-be-true.”640 Sherwin-White refers to them 

as a “tedious pair.”641 Holt Parker places Arria and Fannia in the context of “the 

archetype of the wife who commits suicide as the ultimate proof of loyalty.”642 He 

explains that the only person capable of convincing a woman not to kill herself was 

her own husband, as Arria the Younger was convinced by P. Clodius Thrasea 

Paetus to live for the sake of their daughter, Fannia. This further proves the 

stereotype of the wife loyal to her husband’s wishes above all others.643 Thus, it 

seems clear that Arria and Fannia were stereotypes.644  If Arria and Fannia were 

                                       
640 Francesca Santoro L'Hoir, The Rhetoric of Gender Terms: ‘Man’, ‘Woman’, and the 
Portrayal of Character in Latin Prose (Leiden: Brill, 1992), 159-160. See also Lefkowitz and 
Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome, 140. They state that her actions “quickly earned her 
a place in the pantheon of Roman matrons.” Suzanne Dixon, The Roman Mother (Norman, 
OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988), 218-219, refers to “the famous Arria,” but is 
mainly concerned with the mother-daughter bond found in the mutual support of the two 
women. Dixon sees this portrayal as showing the traditional ideal of a mother concerned for 
her daughter’s welfare, a tradition that Arria breaks by advising suicide if her daughter were 
in her position. 
641 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 243. 
642 Holt Parker, “Loyal Slaves and Loyal Wives: The Crisis of the Outsider-Within and Roman 
Exemplum Literature” in Women and Slaves in Greco-Roman Culture: Differential Equations, 
eds. Sandra R. Joshel and Sheila Murnaghan (London: Routledge, 2001), 152-173, 
especially 172 for Arria and Fannia’s place in this stereotype.  
643 Parker, “Loyal Slaves and Loyal Wives,” 172. 
644 Pliny’s descriptions of Arria and of Fannia are largely stereotypes. Further research could 
be done into imperial stereotypes in various genres of literature. The scope of the current 
investigation remains a chronological comparison of the letters to and about women written 
by Cicero and Pliny. However, fruitful comparisons could be made between Pliny’s 
Arria/Fannia letters and other writings on women from the end of the Julio-Claudian period 
through the Adopted Emperors. Pliny’s description of Fannia (chaste, modest) is similar to 
the portrayal of Cornelia, wife of Pompey, by Lucan. Temporally closer to Pliny than Cicero 
was, there are similarities that deserve attention. These cannot adequately be covered in the 
current project but are worth noting. Lucan, Pharsalia, 8.155-158: tanto deuinxit amore hos 
pudor, hos probitas castique modestia uultus, quod summissa animis, nulli grauis hospita 
turbae, stantis adhuc fati uixit quasi coniuge uicto. Braund’s translation, 157: “with such deep 
love her purity had bound some to her, her goodness others and the modesty of her virtuous 
face, because in spirit she was humble, a guest irksome with no retinue, because she lived 
as if her husband had been conquered when his destiny was still intact.” See Lucan, La 
Guerre Civile (La Pharsale). Tome II, eds. A. Bourgery and Max Ponchont (Paris: Société 
d’édition <<Les Belles Lettres>>, 1962), 93. Lucan, Civil War. Translated with Introduction 
and Notes by S. H. Braund (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), xii-xix. Lucan was born in 39 
C.E. and was the grandson of Seneca the Elder. He committed suicide at age 25 (in 65 C.E.) 
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stereotypes rather than portrayals of typical women, then perhaps Santoro L’Hoir is 

correct that a more realistic portrait of the life of a Roman matron is found in 

Pliny’s disapproving portrayal of Ummidia Quadratilla.645 Quadratilla owned several 

pantomime actors and enjoyed watching them. As illustrated above, Pliny 

disapproved of this type of theatre, Quadratilla’s involvement in it, and her 

enjoyment of the attention their success brought to her. Perhaps Pliny’s disapproval 

is more realistic than his approval.  

 

A. Arria the Elder  

Pliny wrote about Arria the Elder in two letters where he presented her as an 

example to all women. However, as mentioned above, this depiction was idealised to 

the extent that Arria the Elder has become a stereotype and caricature known only 

from third-hand reportage. It was Fannia, her granddaughter, who told Pliny about 

Arria and the reality of Arria became lost. Fannia was likely told much of the story 

by her own mother. Thus, this is not a first-hand account by Pliny. 

In the first letter, Pliny related the deeds of the amazing Arria the Elder.646 

This is a well-known passage: Arria became her husband’s strength after he had 

been condemned to commit suicide under Claudius; she was the example to him 

and also followed him in committing suicide.647 Consequently, Arria is often held up 

as an example of the ideal wife who was devoted to her husband. Yet her behaviour 

was strikingly unusual as the reactions of those around her show: her son-in-law 

tried to dissuade her and her friends were increasingly anxious at what she 

                                       
as part of Calpurnius Piso’s plot against Nero (a former friend of Lucan). This work is an epic 
poem in hexameters and deals with the civil war between Caesar and Pompey. As Braund 
has pointed out (xxix-xxxi), Lucan used women to highlight aspects of the men under 
discussion. For Pompey, Cornelia highlighted marital devotion with their relationship acting 
as a foil for the unnatural relationships of Cato and Marcia (asexual in remarriage) or 
Caesar and Cleopatra (based on lust and power-seeking). Cornelia’s behaviour, as Braund 
notes (xxxi): “also epitomizes the unquestioning devotion which he [Pompey] is capable of 
inspiring, even in defeat. Lucan uses Cornelia to highlight his greatness, at the very moment 
of his fall and death.” See also: Lucan, Pharsalia, trans. Jane Wilson Joyce (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1993). R. Mayer, 105-106, no comment on use of these terms. Lucan, Civil 
War VIII, ed. by R. Mayer (Warminster: Aris  and Phillips Ltd., 1981). P.F. Widdows, trans. 
and ed., Lucan’s Civil War (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988). 
645 Santoro L’Hoir, The Rhetoric of Gender Terms, 160. 
646 Plin. Ep. 3.16.2 ff. 
647 For a discussion of this family, see Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 248-250. 
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planned to do. This was not normal behaviour and, therefore, cannot be what real 

wives were expected to do. Arria was a stereotypical extreme. 

Again, Pliny described a woman as an “exemplum” but Arria was not an 

example to other women or an example of a type of woman, she was an example 

and a solace to her husband in his death (“quae marito et solacium mortis et 

exemplum fuit”).648 When her family discovered that she planned to commit suicide, 

her son-in-law asked her if she would wish her daughter to commit suicide as well. 

She answered: “Yes, if she lives as long and harmoniously with you as I have lived 

with Paetus” (“si tam diu tantaque concordia vixerit tecum quam ego cum Paeto, 

volo”).649 Thus, Pliny illustrated both the marital ideals of concordia through a long 

marriage and the ideal of faithful devotion to a husband. Though he did not use 

Latin terms that specifically signify faithfulness or devotion, it was implicit in his 

depiction of these women willingly following their husbands in suicide or exile. As 

Holt Parker describes it, this is an extreme example of wifely devotion.650 It is also a 

rhetorical example. As Sherwin-White points out: “Pliny is following the lex 

scholastica that required three instances to prove a point, II.20.9, hence the three 

obscure gesta of Arria.”651 This was a rhetorical and stereotypical description of the 

behaviour of an ideal wife rather than a portrayal of a more realistic woman of 

Pliny’s acquaintance. 

In the second letter mentioning Arria, Pliny recounts the story of an 

unnamed woman who acted no less impressively and honourably than Arria but 

who had gone unnoticed due to her lower social position.652 

Quam multum interest, quid a quoque fiat! eadem enim facta claritate 
vel obscuritate facientium aut tolluntur altissime aut humillime deprimuntur.  

Navigabam per Larium nostrum, cum senior amicus ostendit mihi villam 
atque etiam cubiculum, quod in lacum prominet: ‘ex hoc’, inquit, ‘aliquando 
municeps nostra cum marito se praecipitavit.’ causam requisivi: maritus ex 
diutino morbo circa velanda corporis ulceribus putrescebat: uxor ut 
inspiceret exegit; neque enim quemquam fidelius indicaturum, 
possetne sanari. Vidit, desperavit. hortata est, ut moreretur, comesque ipsa 
mortis, dux immo et exemplum et necessitas fuit. nam se cum marito 

                                       
648 Plin. Ep. 3.16. 
649 Plin. Ep. 3.16.7. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 76. 
650 Holt Parker, “Loyal Slaves and Loyal Wives,” 172.  
651 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny,” 250. 
652 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 384. Sherwin-White dates this letter to, possibly, the 
summer of 106. For Arria, he directs the reader to his notes on 3.16. 
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ligavit abiecitque in lacum. 

Quod factum ne mihi quidem, qui municeps, nisi proxime auditum est, 
non quia minus illo clarissimo Arriae facto, sed quia minor ipsa. vale. (my 
emphasis)   

In any action, what a great difference the identity of the person makes! The 
same deeds are either praised to the skies or relegated as the lowest of the 
low, depending on the fame or obscurity of the person performing them. I 
was sailing on our lake in Comum, when a friend of riper years pointed out 
to me a house and also a bedroom overhanging the lake. “It was from that 
room,” he said, “that a woman of our town some time ago threw herself down 
with her husband.” I asked him why. The husband, as a result of a long-
standing illness, was festering with ulcers in his private parts. His wife 
demanded to take a look, for, she said, no one would give him a more 
honest opinion of whether he could be cured. Her examination removed 
all hope. She urged him to die, and herself became his companion in death—
or rather she led him, was his inspiration, and compelled him, for she 
roped herself to her husband, and threw herself into the lake. Even I, a 
fellow townsman, had not heard of this until that recent occasion, not 
because her action was less impressive than that most celebrated deed of 
Arria, but because she was socially humbler. Farewell. (my emphasis)653 

 

As Arria was to Paetus, this anonymous woman was an example to her husband. 

He also trusted her. No one else would give a more faithful indication of whether or 

not his disease was curable. This is another example of the stereotype of the 

suicidal wife and husband duo and is as rhetorical as Pliny’s description of Arria: in 

this example, the woman was not actually important enough to warrant her name 

being recorded (if it was unknown to Pliny, one suspects he could have found it out 

had he wished); rather, it was the deed itself and the comparison to Arria that were 

significant. In addition, the placement of this story is interesting. Arria’s description 

is in Book 3 and this letter is in Book 6. They were written to different addressees 

but Pliny clearly expected his audience—whether the addressee or the public 

audience for the published letters—to be familiar with Arria. The mere mention of a 

devoted wife who committed suicide should bring to mind Arria. Thus, though the 

specific term is lacking, the ideal of a devoted and faithful wife was present in 

Pliny’s portrait of Arria.654  

 

                                       
653 Plin. Ep. 6.24. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 152-153. 
654 For more on this, see also Jo-Ann Shelton, “Pliny the Younger, and the Ideal Wife,” 
Classica et Mediaevalia 41 (1990): 174ff. 
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B. Arria the Younger and Fannia 

Pliny’s portrayal of Arria the Younger and her daughter, Clodia Fannia, 

should be more realistic as he was personally acquainted with them but he still 

presents them as ideals.655 Although a more personal relationship is readily 

apparent as he discussed the two younger women as his friends, he still presents 

them as paradigms of his view of virtuous women. Amicitia was part of his 

relationship with Arria the Younger and Fannia. In one letter, he recounted how 

Arria the Younger and her daughter, Clodia Fannia, had been among “seven of his 

friends” (septem amicis meis) who were being persecuted and were banished.656 This 

is evidence of amicitia between Pliny and women657 but must be analysed with 

caution as part of his self-portrait as the champion of the Stoic cause and the 

intimate friend of those involved against Domitian. This is also the case in letter 

9.13 in which Pliny again mentioned his friendship (specifically, his amicitia) with 

Arria the Younger, her daughter Fannia, and Helvidius Priscus (junior) and refers to 

the two as “excellent women” (optimae feminae).658 Interestingly, these letters were 

placed at opposite ends of the corpus (Books 3 and 9) and could almost be seen as 

                                       
655 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 243. “Arria, Fannia. This tedious pair, mother and 
daughter, inherited from the elder Arria, wife of that Caecina Paetus who after an 
unsuccessful conspiracy against Claudius was inspired to suicide by her example, a 
tiresome obstinacy and a traditional ‘republicanism’ that made then fit mates, Arria for 
Thrasea Paetus, and Fannia for the elder Helvidius. The ladies stood nobly by their 
husbands when Thrasea was executed and Helvidius exiled in the aftermath of the Pisonian 
conspiracy. Then in the affair of 93 both were involved with Senecio in the composition of 
the Life of Helvidius. They returned from exile in 97 and stirred up Pliny’s attempted 
prosecution of Publicius Certus, the enemy of the younger Helvidius.” 
656 Plin. Ep. 3.11.3. 
657 See Plin. Ep. 7.11 and Ep. 9.13 and page 113 for more on Pliny’s amicitia with women. 
658 Plin. Ep. 9.13.3 and 9.16: .3: fuerat alioqui mihi cum Helvidio amicitia, quanta potuerat 
esse cum eo, qui metu temporum nomen ingens paresque virtutes secessu tegebat, fuerat cum 
Arria et Fannia, quarum altera Helvidi noverca, altera mater novercae. = “Another 
circumstance was that I was a friend of Helvidius, in so far as this was possible with a man 
who in fear of the times was keeping his notable fame and his equally notable virtues under 
cover in retirement. I also enjoyed friendship with Arria and Fannia, the second of whom 
was Helvidius’ stepmother, and the first, her mother.” Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The 
Complete Letters, 220. And at .16: Cornutus, datum se a consulibus tutorem Helvidi filiae 
petentibus matre eius et vitrico; nunc quoque non sustinere deserere officii sui partes, in quo 
tamen et suo dolori modum imponere et optimarum feminarum perferre modestissimum 
adfectum. = “Cornutus stated that the consuls had appointed him as guardian to Helvidius’ 
daughter at the request of her mother and stepfather, and that at this juncture too he did 
not contemplate abandoning the role dictated by his obligation. However he was limiting his 
own resentment, and was conveying the most moderate sentiments of those excellent 
women.” Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 222. 
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bookends showing Pliny’s relation to the Stoics.659 Carlon, following Bodel, argues 

for the careful placement of letters by Pliny in each book and the understanding, on 

Pliny’s part, that readers would have read the earlier letters.660 The placement of 

these two letters seems to highlight that theory.661 

In the middle of these bookends, Pliny wrote a long letter about Fannia in 

7.19. Writing to his friend, Priscus, Pliny was upset that Fannia had become ill 

after nursing an ill Vestal Virgin to whom she was related.662 

doleo enim feminam maximam eripi oculis civitatis nescio an aliquid simile 
visuris.  

Quae castitas illi, quae sanctitas, quanta gravitas, quanta 
constantia! bis maritum secuta in exilium est, tertio ipsa propter maritum 
relegata.… 

Eadem quam iucunda, quam comis, quam denique, quod paucis datum 
est, non minus amabilis quam veneranda! eritne quam postea uxoribus nostris 
ostentare possimus? erit, a qua viri quoque fortitudinis exempla sumamus, 
quam sic cernentes audientesque miremur ut illas, quae leguntur? (my 
emphasis)663  

 
For I grieve that this noblest of women is being torn from our city’s eyes, 
which will never perhaps see her like. 

What purity, what integrity, what dignity, what resolve! Twice she 
followed her husband into exile, and because of him she was herself 
banished a third time…. 

Yet how charming and genial she is, and how she inspires affection 
as much as respect, a quality granted to few! Will there be any woman after 
her whom we can establish as a model for our wives, and to whom we men 
also can look for patterns of courage? Will there be any whom we can 

                                       
659 This might depend on whether or not one follows the theory that Books 1-3 came out as a 
set followed by the remaining books. Thus, Book 3 would be part of the first publication set 
and Book 9 the last. This is not a certainty. To be sure, Book 3 was published earlier than 9 
and it appears that Pliny did think the earlier books had been read before the later books. 
660 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 45 and n. 62 in which she cites John Bodel, The Publication of 
Pliny’s Letters (unpublished). 
661 This theory gains ground with the placement of what may be the earliest mention of a 
Stoic lady: Plin. Ep. 1.5.5. In this letter, Pliny discussed a legal case in which he represented 
Arrionilla. As mentioned above, see page 185 and notes, she may have been a relative of 
Arria and, therefore on trial as part of the “Stoic” opposition to Domitian. Unfortunately, the 
nature of the case is unknown. Undoubtedly, Pliny’s contemporary readers would have 
known who she was and, if she had been a member of the Stoics, this casual reference 
would illustrate how involved Pliny was in a very subtle way. 
662 Plin. Ep. 7.19.1ff. This was possibly tuberculosis. See Ernestine F. Leon, “A Case of 
Tuberculosis in the Roman Aristocracy at the Beginning of the Second Century,” Journal of 
the History of Medicine 14 (1959): 86-88. 
663 Plin. Ep. 7.19.4-8.  
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likewise gaze upon and listen to in admiration, like the heroines of history? 
(my emphasis)664 

 
Fannia was, to Pliny, the greatest of women and one who possessed attributes that 

he found praiseworthy: Quae castitas illi, quae sanctitas, quanta gravitas, quanta 

constantia! (What purity, what integrity, what dignity, what resolve!).665 She 

was an example to other wives.666 Also paramount was Fannia’s devotion to her 

husband: she devotedly followed him into exile twice and was banished for a third 

time as a result of her attempt to preserve his memory and foster biographies of 

him. The ideal was that of the devoted wife and so Fannia reflected the ideal that 

Pliny found so appealing in Arria. These women, though they appear as stereotypes, 

inform as to Pliny’s view of what the ideal wife should be: she should be devoted to 

her husband.  

Two of the ideals used by Pliny to commemorate Fannia in this letter, 

specifically castitas (chastity or purity) and sanctitas (integrity or purity), will also be 

seen in the epigraphic evidence. They are, however, temporally located both in 

Pliny’s letters and in the later epigraphic material. As the evidence will show, 

sanctissima rose in usage during the reigns of the Flavian and Adopted Emperors 

while castissima had a later surge only under the Adopted Emperors. Pliny’s use of 

epithets to describe the ideal wife was, therefore, in keeping with the epigraphic 

material for his time but both were a chronological shift from the ideals of earlier 

periods, as Chapter 3 will illustrate fully.667 

 

9. Pliny’s Inner Circle of Women: His Family 

When added to the above letters, we learn even more about Pliny’s view of 

women and wives from his letters to and about his wife, Calpurnia, her aunt, 

Calpurnia Hispulla, his mentor’s wife, Hispulla, her daughter, Corellia Hispulla, 

and her aunt, Corellia. The most likely scenario is that these two families were 

related. This is based on the Hispulla name, which is elsewhere rare, and, as Birley 

notes, on the fact that they all seem to have originated in the area around Comum. 

                                       
664 Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 175-176. 
665 Plin. Ep. 7.19.4-8. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 175-176. 
666 Plin. Ep. 7.19.7.  
667 For the view that Pliny’s ideals for wives are constant with those of earlier periods, such 
as Cicero, see Shelton, “Pliny the Younger, and the Ideal Wife.” 
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Birley sees Corellia Hispulla being “clearly” related to Calpurnia Hispulla and, 

therefore, to Calpurnia, Pliny’s wife.668 Brill’s New Pauly has only the two Hispullae 

listed and it seems most likely that they would be related.669 This also puts an 

interesting film over Pliny’s third marriage—he married a girl related to his political 

mentor. Thus, these women need to be added to his “relations” and not simply 

included under his connections to his patron, Corellius Rufus; they were family as 

well.670 Consequently, Pliny’s world of women narrows considerably to, primarily, 

female relations. For example, when Corellia Hispulla received advice from Pliny on 

tutors for her children, he was not giving advice simply as the protégé of her father 

but as a concerned male relation.671 

 

A. The Corelliae Women 

Thus, Pliny was not just mentored by Corellius Rufus, he was also likely 

related by marriage. This changes the meaning of the letters between Pliny and the 

Corelliae women. Pliny justified selling land to the sister of his mentor, Corellia, at a 

reduced rate due to the intricacies of their family involvement. He did not mention a 

marital tie; if there was one, it may have been unnecessary to mention it, but their 

families had a long connection.672 He used this connection to justify his decision to 

his wife’s grandfather. The implication of the letter is that Fabatus disapproved of 

Pliny selling the land, perhaps because this alienated the land from Pliny’s future 

children.673  

                                       
668 Anthony Richard Birley, The Roman Government of Britain (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 109. 
669 “Calpurnia” and “Corellius” in Brill's New Pauly. “Calpurnia" in Brill's New Pauly, eds. 
Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 2009). Brill Online. University of Calgary. 01 
February 2009.  
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e224970 
“Corellius” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 2009).  
Brill Online. University of Calgary. 01 February 2009.  
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e305080 
“Corellia” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 2009).  Brill 
Online. University of Calgary. 01 February 2009.  
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e305070 
670 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 5. 
671 Plin. Ep. 3.3. This letter is not discussed further but the close connection could explain 
Pliny’s interest. 
672 Plin. Ep. 7.11.1.  
673 Sherwin-White, Letters, 414. Sherwin-White argues that Fabatus questioned Pliny in an 
effort to protect Calpurnia and her children. Since she and Pliny did not have children at 
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C. Plinius Fabato Prosocero suo s. 

(3) Corelliam cum summa reverentia diligo, primum ut sororem Corelli 
Rufi, cuius mihi memoria sacrosancta est, deinde ut matri meae 
familiarissimam. 

(7) superest, ut coheredes aequo animo ferant separatim me vendidisse, quod 
mihi licuit omnino non vendere. 8 nec vero coguntur imitari meum 
exemplum; non enim illis eadem cum Corellia iura. possunt ergo 
intueri utilitatem suam, pro qua mihi fuit amicitia. vale. (my emphasis) 

.3: I regard Corellia with the greatest respect and affection. My first 
reason is that she is the relative of Corellius Rufus, whose memory is 
sacred to me. Secondly, she was an intimate friend of my mother. 
.7: It now remains for my coheirs to bear with my reason to sell separately 
the land which I need not have sold at all. There is absolutely no 
obligation on them to follow my example, for they do not have the 
same bonds of friendship with Corellia that I have. So they can look to 
their own interests; mine are subordinated to friendship. Farewell. (my 
emphasis)674 

 
Thus, the situation was this: Pliny had sold land to Corellia at a below market 

price, receiving 700,000 sesterces from her when he could have asked 900,000.675 

His grandfather-in-law had written a letter (that does not survive) questioning this. 

Pliny’s freedman had made the arrangements and Fabatus seems to have assumed 

this was in error and that Pliny would not or should not ratify the sale. Pliny set out 

to justify this; the family connection to Corellia and the bonds of amicitia were his 

most compelling reasons. He referred to this as a relationship involving amicitia and 

                                       
this time, it seems likely that Fabatus was concerned with preserving the future inheritance 
of his great-grandchildren through Calpurnia and Pliny. Pliny’s sale of this land alienated a 
portion of this inheritance, especially as he sold it at a below-market rate.  
674 Plin. Ep. 7.11. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 170-171. 
675 It is in letter 7.14 that Pliny states the exact price that Corellia has agreed to pay and the 
price he could have received from someone else. That he demands she not pay the extra 
shows his largess to female relations and friends. Also, it may show, following Carlon (95), 
Pliny’s desire to force Corellia to remain in a subordinate position to him and to be “tied to 
him through his munificence.” See Ep. 7.14: C. Plinius Corelliae suae s. Tu quidem 
honestissime, quod tam impense et rogas et exigis, ut accipi iubeam a te pretium agrorum non 
ex septingentis milibus, quanti illos a liberto meo, sed ex nongentis, quanti a publicanis partem 
vicensimam emisti. Invicem ego et rogo et exigo, ut non solum quid te, verum etiam quid me 
deceat, adspicias patiarisque me in hoc uno tibi eodem animo repugnare, quo in omnibus 
obsequi soleo. vale. = “To his friend Corellia: It is extremely decent of you both to ask and to 
demand that I should give instructions to accept from you as the price for the lands not 
700,000 sesterces, the amount specified by my freedman, but 900,000, a twentieth part of 
which you paid to the tax-collectors. I in my turn both ask and demand that you take into 
account what is fitting not only for you, but also for me, and that you allow me on this one 
issue to oppose you with the same spirit with which I often accede to your wishes in all 
things. Farewell.” Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters,  172. 
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cited his long and intimate relationship with Corellius Rufus, her brother, as well 

as her relationship with Pliny’s own mother. This could be seen as indicating that 

the two families were not related, as Calpurnius Fabatus would surely have known 

that his wife’s sister had married into Corellius’ family. It could also be an 

indication of later editorial changes for publication to illustrate the underlying 

excuses to the public at large. If the familial tie is accepted, then it could indicate 

that a fairly distant relationship by marriage would not have been seen as 

acceptable in this type of situation and still required justification.    

Regardless of the underlying familial connection, it is clear that Pliny felt 

bonds of amicitia would justify the sale of land and the alienation of property from 

his potential heirs. It is equally clear that Fabatus felt Pliny’s actions would have 

been unacceptable without some justification: to sell land to this woman for no 

reason would have been questionable. It remains a possibility that the questionable 

activity on Pliny’s part was not the sale of the land itself but the sale of the land 

and the alienation of inheritable property at a loss of 200,000 sesterces.676 Carlon, 

however, hypothesizes that this situation also allowed Pliny to remain in a position 

of power over Corellia.677 If that hypothesis is accurate, then this letter may also 

have acted as reassurance to Fabatus that Pliny was in control of the situation. On 

several levels, then, this is a change from Cicero’s letters where he was connected 

to women on a superficial level or, as in the case of Caerellia, on an unknown level, 

yet had no outwardly appearing difficulties in dealing with them and very little 

sense that he felt he was exerting control over them.  

Similarly, when Hispulla, the wife of Corellius Rufus, wrote two letters to 

Pliny, she was not writing to a casual acquaintance, as it appears some of the 

political intermediaries found in Cicero’s letters were, but to a close family friend 

                                       
676 Sherwin-White, 414. Sherwin-White points out that this was a complicated legal situation 
in that there was more than a single heir to an estate. In such situations, the heirs could 
hold it jointly, agree on how to divide it, or it could be arbitrarily divided amongst them by a 
third party, if the heirs could not come to an agreement, and then sold separately. “Pliny 
and his coheirs, however, after the division of the estate, agreed to sell it as a whole. Pliny, 
mindful of his promise to Corellia, informed her of the coming sale, but his freedman 
exceeded his instructions and engaged Pliny to sell the land to her, s. 6. Pliny now stands by 
his freedman’s actions at the expense of his coheirs. This was less unfair to them by Roman 
usage than it sounds to English ears, because Roman law strongly defended the right of 
partners in a joint enterprise to break up the partnership at short notice….But Pliny defends 
his action not on legal but moral grounds: ‘maiore officio iubente’, s.2.” 
677 Carlon, Pliny’s Women, 95. 
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and possible relative.678 This was the case when Pliny wrote to Corellia Hispulla 

with suggestions for tutors appropriate for her son; he did so not just as a busy-

body or the friend of her father, but as a distant relation.679 When he represented 

her in a court case, this was not merely Pliny defending the daughter of his political 

patron but Pliny defending a relative.680 It is worth noting that a legal action had 

been brought against a woman by a man in a “novel” situation, according to Pliny, 

indicating that women were, of course, involved in civil matters. This should not 

surprise and was not a change from Cicero’s time. What had changed was the 

lessening of interest—Pliny’s world was much narrower than that of Cicero and this 

was highlighted by the fact that the only women he wrote to, and most of the ones 

he wrote about, were relatives. 

 

B. Calpurnia: Pliny’s Ideal Wife? 

The most intimately connected woman to appear in Pliny’s letters was, of 

course, his wife, Calpurnia. He both wrote directly to her and, also, to her aunt, 

Calpurnia Hispulla, with information about her. Of the letters to Calpurnia 

Hispulla, the most informative is letter 4.19 in which Pliny praises Calpurnia’s 

virtues. Sherwin-White argues that Pliny wrote this letter after a year of marriage to 

Calpurnia in, approximately, 104-105.681 Pliny wrote: 

 
C. Plinius Calpurniae Hispullae suae s. 

1 Cum sis pietatis exemplum fratremque optimum et amantissimum tui pari 
caritate dilexeris, filiamque eius ut tuam diligas, nec tantum amitae ei 
adfectum, verum etiam patris amissi repraesentes, non dubito maximo tibi 

                                       
678 We do not have these letters but we learn of them in Ep. 1.12.9 in which Pliny mentioned 
them when writing about Corellius Rufus’ death. The first asked Pliny to come quickly as 
her husband was dying; the second informed him it was too late. 
679 Plin. Ep. 3.3. C. Plinius Corellae Hispullae suae s. Cum patrem tuum, gravissimum et 
sanctissimum virum, suspexerim magis an amaverim dubitem teque et in memoriam eius et in 
honorem tuum unice diligam, cupiam necesse est atque etiam, quantum in me fuerit, enitar, ut 
filius tuus avo similis exsistat… = “To his friend, Corellia Hispulla: Your father was a man of 
high seriousness and the greatest integrity, and I am not sure whether my esteem or my love 
for him was the greater. For this reason, and also because of my particular affection for you 
(which I owe both to his memory and to my respect for you), I must be eager and also 
assiduous as far as I can to ensure that your son turns out like his grandfather.” Walsh’s 
translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 57. 

680 Plin. Ep. 4.17.1ff. 
681 Sherwin-White, Letters of Pliny, 296. Sherwin-White also notes that Calpurnia Hispulla 
may have been related to Corellius Rufus’ wife, Hispulla. 
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gaudio fore, cum cognoveris dignam patre, dignam te, dignam avo evadere. 2 
summum est acumen, summa frugalitas: amat me, quod castitatis 
indicium est.  

Accedit his studium litterarum, quod ex mei caritate concepit. meos 
libellos habet, lectitat, ediscit etiam. 3 qua illa sollicitudine, cum videor acturus, 
quanto, cum egi, gaudio adficitur! disponit, qui nuntient sibi, quem adsensum, 
quos clamores excitarim, quem eventum iudicii tulerim. eadem, si quando 
recito, in proximo discreta velo sedet laudesque nostras avidissimis auribus 
excipit. 4 versus quidem meos cantat etiam formatque cithara, non artifice 
aliquo docente, sed amore, qui magister est optimus.  

5 His ex causis in spem certissimam adducor, perpetuam nobis 
maioremque in dies futuram esse concordiam. non enim aetatem 
meam aut corpus, quae paulatim occidunt ac senescunt, sed gloriam 
diligit. 6 Nec aliud decet tuis manibus educatam, tuis praeceptis institutam, 
quae nihil in contubernio tuo viderit nisi sanctum honestumque, quae 
denique amare me ex tua praedicatione consueverit. 7 nam, cum matrem 
meam parentis vice vererere, me a pueritia statim formare, laudare talemque, 
qualis nunc uxori meae videor, ominari solebas. 8 certatim ergo tibi gratias 
agimus, ego, quod illam mihi, illa, quod me sibi dederis, quasi invicem 
elegeris. vale. (my emphasis) 

You are a model of family devotion, and you loved your splendid 
brother, matching his deep regard for you with equal affection. You love his 
daughter as if she were your own, and to her you re-enact the fondness not 
only of an aunt, but also that of the father she has lost. For these reasons I 
have no doubt that you will be highly delighted to know that she is turning 
out worthy of her father, of you, and of her grandfather. She is highly 
intelligent, and exceedingly thrifty. Her love for me is the index of her 
chastity. These qualities are enhanced by her enthusiasm for literature, 
which her love for me fostered. She possesses and repeatedly reads and even 
memorizes my books. What concern she shows when I am due to speak in 
court! And what delight, once the speech is finished! She posts individuals to 
report to her the assent and the applause which I have received, and the 
outcome which I have imposed on the judge. 

Whenever I am giving a recitation, she sits close by, concealed by the 
curtain, and listens most avidly to the praises heaped on me. She also sings 
my verses and adapts them to the lyre, with no schooling from a music-
master, but with affection, which is the best possible teacher. 

For these reasons I entertain the most sanguine hope that we 
will enjoy enduring harmony which will grow day by day. It is not my 
time of life or my body which she loves, for these gradually decay with 
age, but my fame. No other attitude befits one reared by your hands and 
trained by your instructions, for in her associations with you she has set 
eyes only on what is pure and honourable, and finally she has grown to 
love me as the outcome of your recommendation. For out of your respect 
for my mother, whom you revered as a parent, you fashioned and 
encouraged me from my earliest boyhood, and you were wont to prophesy 
that I would become the sort of person I appear to be in my wife’s eyes. So 
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we vie in giving you thanks—I because you have given her to me, and 
she because you have given me to her. It is as though you chose us for 
each other! Farewell. (my emphasis)682 

 

On this letter, Sherwin-White writes: 

This letter is often condemned by modern standards, but it reveals our great 
ignorance of Roman married life, of which it gives us a rare glimpse. At least 
Pliny looks to his wife as a possible intellectual companion; this sentence 
sets her as an equal partner to himself, and contains the germ of a 
surprisingly modern attitude.683 

 
However, Pliny’s characterisation of Calpurnia may not have set her as his equal 

after all. 

In Pliny’s view, Calpurnia was “exceedingly thrifty” and “highly intelligent.” 

Out of love of Pliny, she had taken up his interests, such as literature, and she 

worried over his court cases. Her love for Pliny was “an index of her chastity.”684 

Cicero never seemed concerned with Terentia’s chastity and it appears not to have 

been an issue for him or his contemporaries in the letters. Perhaps it went without 

saying. Carlon sees Pliny’s presentation of Calpurnia as highlighting his ability to 

mould his wife in the proper way and as part of his self-portrait.685 Starting her 

interpretation with a discussion of Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, which Cicero 

translated and Pliny cited, she expounds on the importance of wool-working to 

Roman wives.686 Using the Laudatio Turiae as evidence, Carlon explains that:  

Roman funerary inscriptions, generally dedicated by bereaved husbands and 
sons, clearly reflect a similar emphasis. Here the qualities a good wife 
possesses include modesty, devotion and skill with wool. Other qualities may 
be added to these, but few inscriptions appear without them.687  

 

She argues that Pliny’s marriage was based on Arria’s and Paetus’ marriage as both 

were categorised by Pliny as embodying the ideal of concordia. But she defines 

concordia as complete devotion in which the wife’s “world revolves” around the 

                                       
682 Plin. Ep. 4.19. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 99-100. 
683 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 296-297. 
684 Plin. Ep. 4.19.1ff. 
685 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 7-9. 
686 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 178-179. 
687 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 179. 
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husband.688 This is not what the epitaphs will show or what Cicero’s letters to and 

about Terentia have illustrated; though Terentia supported Cicero in a number of 

letters, it does not appear that her world revolved around him. 

The most intriguing change from Cicero to Pliny is found in letters 6.4, 6.7, 

and 7.5. In these letters, Pliny and Calpurnia have been separated by her illness 

and they both present themselves as lost without each other. It is worthwhile to 

read these letters as a group and then to discuss them as one entity as they are 

clearly connected.689 

Ep. 6.4: 

C. Plinius Calpurniae suae s. 

Numquam sum magis de occupationibus meis questus, quae me non sunt 
passae aut proficiscentem te valetudinis causa in Campaniam prosequi aut 
profectam e vestigio subsequi. 2 nunc enim praecipue simul esse 
cupiebam, ut oculis meis crederem, quid viribus, quid corpusculo apparares, 
ecquid denique secessus voluptates regionisque abundantiam inoffensa 
transmitteres. 3Equidem etiam fortem te non sine cura desiderarem; est enim 
suspensum et anxium de eo, quem ardentissime diligas, interdum 
nihil scire; 4nunc vero me cum absentiae tum infirmitatis tuae ratio incerta et 
varia sollicitudine exterret. vereor omnia, imaginor omnia, quaeque natura 
metuentium est, ea maxime mihi, quae maxime abominor, fingo. 5quo 
impensius rogo, ut timori meo cottidie singulis vel etiam binis epistulis 
consulas. ero enim securior, dum lego, statimque timebo, cum legero. vale. (my 
emphasis) 

To his dear Calpurnia:  
Never have my routine tasks caused me to complain so much, since they 
have not allowed me either to accompany you when you departed for your 
convalescence to Campania, nor to follow hot on your heels once you had set 
out. At this time I long to be with you, to witness with my own eyes what 
you are taking to build up your physical strength, and to see whether your 
forgoing both the pleasures of relaxation away from Rome and the rich foods 
of the locality leaves you unimpaired. 
 For myself, even if you were in rude health I would feel some anxiety 
at being without you, for to have no news from time to time of a person 
you love very dearly leaves you on tenterhooks and deeply troubled. As 
things stand, because of both your absence and your illness, various worries 
and uncertainty make me apprehensive. I am subject to fear, I have visions 
of every circumstance. In the way of those obsessed by fears, my imagination 
dwells most of all on what I loathe most of all. So with greater urgency I beg 
you to relieve my apprehension with one or even two letters each day. I shall 

                                       
688 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 209. 
689 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 359. 
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be more free of anxiety as I read them, and fearful again once I have read 
them. Farewell. (my emphasis)690 

 
  Ep. 6.7 

C. Plinius Calpurniae suae s. 

1 Scribis te absentia mea non mediocriter adfici unumque habere solacium, 
quod pro me libellos meos teneas, saepe etiam in vestigio meo colloces. 2 
gratum est, quod nos requiris, gratum, quod his fomentis adquiescis: invicem 
ego epistulas tuas lectito atque identidem in manus quasi novas sumo; 3sed eo 
magis ad desiderium tui accendor. nam, cuius litterae tantum habent 
suavitatis, huius sermonibus quantum dulcedinis inest! tu tamen quam 
frequentissime scribe, licet hoc ita me delectet, ut torqueat. vale. 

 
To his dear Calpurnia 
You write that my being absent from you causes you no little sadness, and 
that your one consolation is to grasp my writings as a substitute for my 
person, and that you often place them where I lie next to you. I am happy 
that you are missing me, and that my books console you as you rest. I in 
turn keep reading your letters, repeatedly fingering them as if they had 
newly arrived. But this fires my longing for you all the more, for when 
someone’s letter contains such charm, what sweetness there is in conversing 
face to face! Be sure to write as often as you can, even though the delight 
your letters give me causes me such torture. Farewell.691 

 
Ep. 7.5: 

C. Plinius Calpurniae suae s. 

1 Incredibile est, quanto desiderio tui tenear. in causa amor primum, 
deinde quod non consuevimus abesse. inde est, quod magnam noctium 
partem in imagine tua vigil exigo, inde, quod interdiu, quibus horis te visere 
solebam, ad diaetam tuam ipsi me, ut verissime dicitur, pedes ducunt, 
quod denique aeger et maestus ac similis excluso a vacuo limine 
recedo. unum tempus his tormentis caret, quo in foro et amicorum litibus 
conteror.  

2Aestima tu, quae vita mea sit, cui requies in labore, in miseria curisque 
solacium! vale. 

 
To his dear Calpurnia 
My obsession with longing for you is beyond belief. The reasons are 
first, my love for you, and second, my being unaccustomed to living 
apart. Hence I spend a great part of the night awake, just picturing you, and 
likewise during the day, at the times when I used to visit you, my feet 
lead me (this is absolute truth) to your suite, and eventually I leave it, 
feeling unwell and depressed, like a locked-out lover on a deserted 

                                       
690 Plin. Ep. 6.4. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 135.  
691 Plin. Ep. 6.7. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 137-138. 
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threshold. The one time when I am free of this torture is when I exhaust 
myself in court with friends’ lawsuits. Just imagine, then, the kind of life I 
am living, when my relaxation lies in hard work, and my consolation is in 
troubles and worries! Farewell.692 

 

As Carlon points out, these letters use the “topoi and vocabulary from love 

elegy.”693 Many scholars have noted that Pliny has turned himself into the exclusus 

amator and servus amoris found in the elegies of Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid, 

among others, embodying “the longing for the beloved, the emphasis on separation, 

the inability to sleep, love as a source of illness, the torment suffered by the lover, 

the relief from suffering that might be sought and the solace gained thereby.”694 As 

Copley pointed out:  

 
To whatever degree extraneous influences may have been present, the 
significant fact, from the point of view of literary history, is that it was to the 
Roman elegists that the figure of love’s slavery first seemed of poetic 
importance and value. It was they who first realized the vividness with which 
the figure could be employed to illustrate the romantic-sentimental concept 
of love, and it was they who finally made it a canonical feature of the literary 
language of love.695  

 

While Pliny used the figure of the locked-out elegiac lover, the slave of his mistress, 

he was actually the opposite in that he had been successful—his love was returned, 

his domina was his uxor, not an unattainable woman married to another man, and 

Pliny and Calpurnia were separated by choice (he could easily have visited his ill 

wife). The first change from Cicero comes in this usage at all. However, given that 

the persona of the exclusus amator was more prominently used by elegists who 

post-dated Cicero, this should not be a surprise. Even Catullus, who was 

contemporary with Cicero, was a younger contemporary and Cicero was not 

influenced by Catullus and, in fact, was quite dismissive of love poetry in some of 

his later writings.696 Catullus, therefore, though a contemporary of Cicero, was 

                                       
692 Plin. Ep. 7.5. Walsh’s translation. Walsh, The Complete Letters, 165. 
693 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 212. 
694 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 219-220. 
695 Frank Olin Copley, “Servitium amoris in the Roman Elegists,” Transactions and 
Proceedings of the American Philological Association 78 (1947): 300. For more on the elegiac 
creation of the lover as the slave of love, see R. O. A. M. Lyne, “Servitium Amoris,” Classical 
Quarterly, n.s. 29 (1979): 117-130. 
696 Cic. Tusc. 4.32-35. Also, Cic. Att. 14.5 for his dismissive attitude toward young men. See 
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writing in a different style that did not correspond to Cicero’s worldview. This 

change, therefore, post-dates Cicero. Citing Pliny, Ep. 7.5.1, Copley notes that: “the 

work of the Roman poets had fixed on Roman literature, once and for all, the figure 

of the exclusus amator; later literature contains—sometimes in very strange 

places—references to the lover shut out by his sweetheart and lying in misery at 

her door.”697 Also, as Sherwin-White correctly comments on Letter 6.4:  

Guilleman (V L 138 f.), noting Pliny’s theme of the ‘excluded lover’ in Ep. 7, 
and other touches which reflect the language in which Ovid addresses his 
wife in the Tristia (e.g. III.3.15-18, IV.3.23-24), remarks that Pliny 
established the theme of conjugal love in Latin literature, by combining the 
Ovidian strain with reminiscences of Cicero’s affectionate inquiries about the 
health of Terentia (e.g. ad Fam. 14.2.2-3). But she exaggerates the formality 
of the letters to Calpurnia, and their debt to Cicero. Pliny unlike Cicero has 
nothing to say about his business and public affairs to his wife; cf. ad Fam. 
14.4.4-5, 5.1-2. The letters to Calpurnia are very unlike those to Terentia.698 

 

Thus, by Pliny’s time, this idea of the loving husband devoted to a loving wife had 

become mainstream in upper-class literature. In Cicero’s time, it did not exist. 

There is still, however, room for comparison to Cicero as Carlon points out 

that the tone in Pliny’s letters to Calpurnia are similar to Cicero’s letters to an 

absent and ill person.699 However, the absent and ill person to whom Cicero wrote 

with concerned longing was not Terentia, his wife, but rather Tiro, his slave. Carlon 

does not seem to find this unusual or worth noting but it is an important element 

of the change in the portrayal of women. This evidence was not pertinent to Cicero’s 

portrayal of women as the letters to Tiro were not analogous to his letters 

mentioning women. Thus, they were not discussed in the section on Cicero but will 

be discussed here as they illustrate a definite shift in the attitude towards wives 

                                       
Richlin, Garden of Priapus, 85-86, for commentary on this invective. For the relationship 
between Cicero and Catullus, see John H. Collins, “Cicero and Catullus,” The Classical 
Journal 48 (1952): 11-41. Ernest A. Fredricksmeyer, “Catullus 49, Cicero, and Caesar,” 
Classical Philology 68 (1973): 268-278. 
697 Frank O. Copley, Exclusus Amator: A Study in Latin Love Poetry (1956; reprint, Chico, CA: 
Scholars Press, 1981), 140. 
698 Sherwin-White, Letters of Pliny, 359. Sherwin-White is referring to A. M. Guilleman, Pline 
le Jeune et la vie littéraire de son temps (Paris, 1929). On the illness and timing, Sherwin-
White notes that this episode: “cannot be the pregnancy of VIII.10-11, of which Calpurnia 
was unaware. This is the first time that Calpurnia has left Pliny’s house without him.” 

699 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 213. 
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from Cicero to Pliny. Let us look at a few of Cicero’s letters to Tiro (emphasis added 

in bold).700 

 
Cic. Fam. 126 (16.7): 

ad nos amantissimos tui veni: nemo nos amat, qui te non diligit; 
carus omnibus exspectatusque venies. Cura ut valeas. Etiam atque 
etiam, Tiro noster, vale. 
 
…rejoin us who love you dearly. Nobody loves us who is not fond of 
you. Everybody will be glad to see you and looking forward to your 
return. Take care of your health. Good-bye again, dear Tiro.701 

 
Cic. Fam. 147 (16.8): 

Effice, si me diligis, ut valeas et ut ad nos firmus ac valens quam 
primum venias. Ama nos et vale. 
 
Mind you get well, if you love me, and come back to us as soon as 
possible hale and hearty. Love us and good-bye.702 

 
Cic. Fam. 40 (16.13): 

Omnia a te data mihi putabo si te valentem videro. summa cura 
exspectabam adventum [men]Andri<c>i, quem ad te miseram. cura, si 
me diligis, ut valeas et, cum te bene confirmaris, ad nos venias. Vale. 
IIII Id. Apr. 
 
I shall feel you have given me all I could ask, once I see you fit and 
well. I am waiting in great anxiety for Andricus, whom I sent to you, 
to arrive. If you care for me [love/esteem me], see that you get well 
and join us when you are thoroughly strong again. Good-bye. 10 
April.703  

 

While Tiro was no ordinary slave and was a close-quasi-family member of 

Cicero, he was still a slave; yet Cicero wrote to him in the same way that Pliny, 150 

years later, wrote to his wife. As we have already seen, Cicero did not use the same 

language as Pliny when writing to Terentia, though one could see similarities in the 

concern over an intimate relationship. But the language is different. Cicero did not 

use the verb diligo in reference to Terentia. He might ask her to be diligent in caring 

                                       
700 Other letters that would apply, especially for the mutual concern over health, would 
include Cic. Fam. 16.8-11, 16.13, 16.15. 
701 Cic. Fam. 126 (16.7). Shackleton Bailey’s translation, Letters to Friends II.35. 
702 Cic. Fam. 147 (16.8). Shackleton Bailey’s translation, Letters to Friends II.89. 
703 Cic. Fam. 40 (16.13). Shackleton Bailey’s translation, Letters to Friends, I.223. 
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for herself704 but he did not apply the verbs related to love to his relationship with 

Terentia. Diligo was also a verb applied by elegiac poets to their lovers and to 

amicae (see Appendix C). Cicero, in the late Republic, applied it to a person in a 

subservient and servile place; elegiac poets, in the time of Augustus, applied it to 

mistresses; but Pliny (in letters 4.19 and 6.4) applied it to his wife.705 This is not to 

say that diligo could not be used of other relationships but it is significant to a new 

understanding of the marital ideals of Rome that Pliny, who has elsewhere been 

shown to have adopted the motifs of elegiac poets, also chose diligo for his 

relationship with his wife where Cicero did not. This is illustrative of the point that 

something had changed in how one thought of one’s wife in Rome. Cicero would 

never have written to Terentia in the tone that Pliny used for Calpurnia. Calpurnia 

was much younger than Terentia at the time of the letters’ composition (and newly 

married in opposition to Terentia’s long marriage); this may explain, somewhat, the 

difference between the two ways the men addressed their wives, but not entirely. As 

concerned as Cicero and Terentia were for each other’s welfare, which seems clear 

from Cicero’s letters to her and his references about what she had written to him, 

one can be sure that Terentia never slept with Cicero’s letters next to her as 

Calpurnia claimed706 and, if she did, she certainly was not telling anyone about it. 

Cicero did not see himself as an exclusus amator either; the concept likely did not 

exist for him. Pliny’s understanding of the behaviour needed in a wife in order to 

attain concordia in a marriage was quite different from Cicero’s. As Sherwin-White 

explains: “The three letters are a valuable document for social history. They blend 

together, for the first time in European literature, the role of husband and lover, 

and like other letters of Pliny cast a favourable light on the attitude of his social 

                                       
704 Cic. Fam. 14.10, 11, 15, 22, and 23. In these letters, Cicero ends with the phrase: 
Valetudinem tuam cura diligenter or “take care of your health diligently.” 
705 Interestingly, letter 7.5 from Pliny to Calpurnia, in which Pliny describes his obsessive 
longing for his wife, comes right after a letter in which he wrote not only of his love of elegiac 
poetry but also of Cicero and Tiro’s relationship, with implications that the two had a sexual 
relationship. In this letter, 7.4, Pliny quotes a supposed poem of Cicero that decries the 
timid hiding of love. In 7.5, Pliny shouts his love of Calpurnia for all to hear. The placement 
of these two letters cannot have been accidental. 
706 Plin. Ep. 6.7. 
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equals to marriage, cf. I.14, IV.19, VI.24, VIII.5, 18.8-9.”707 Whether one agrees that 

Pliny’s attitude was favourable or not, it clearly was not the attitude of Cicero. 

 

10. Conclusions on Wives in Cicero and Pliny 

Thus, in the letters of Pliny, a shift appears when compared to the letters of 

Cicero from 150 years earlier. Pliny’s world had narrowed and the influence of 

elegiac ideals on the marital relationship had been realised. Pliny was not as 

interested in as many people—why should he have been when the emperor 

controlled all and, as he lived under Domitian, it had likely been dangerous to be 

too interested in politics.708 But, he also had a narrower focus and a different 

intention. He wrote to fewer people, mentioned fewer women, and chose his letters 

with publication in mind. Pliny was not Cicero, despite his emulation, and neither 

were his world or his purposes those of Cicero. 

Pliny’s view of proper female behaviour was also different—his wife was 

devoted to him and her world revolved around him. His interests were hers; she 

subordinated herself to him. This led to concordia but this was not a type of marital 

concordia that Cicero would have recognised. Cicero saw women involved in a 

variety of pursuits and, though his wife was devoted to him, Terentia’s devotion to 

Cicero does not appear to have been as unthinking as Pliny’s depiction of 

Calpurnia’s devotion. There was, for Cicero, no focus on love, but rather on mutual 

support. Cicero and Terentia had a partnership and lived in concordia in that they 

had the same goals and worked for them together. This was not the case for Pliny 

and Calpurnia. Pliny knew that his world was different from Cicero’s709 and this 

included his view of wifely ideals and womanly behaviour.  

 

                                       
707 Sherwin-White, The Letters of Pliny, 406-407. Sherwin-White also notes: “Guillemin (V L 
140-1) regards the letters as a fictitious piece in which Pliny adopts the stock phrases of the 
amator exclusus. But the tone of the letter does not differ from that of VI.1, addressed to the 
respectable Calestrius Tiro, and from VI.4 and 7, where Pliny is the anxious husband rather 
than the passionate lover, and which have a core of circumstantial truth.” 
708 If one disagreed with the emperor, it still was and would continue to be dangerous to be 
too interested in politics. 
709 Carlon, “Women in Pliny,” 249. 
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III. Maritae 

Having examined the more usual terms for wives, coniunx and uxor, as well 

as married women in the letters of Pliny and Cicero, it is useful now to compare the 

image of married women above to that found for the term maritae. It will quickly 

become clear that marita was a special term for a wife and is not easily compared, 

in the literature, to the usage of the other two. Due to the small size of the sample 

of literary passages using the term marita, the comprehensive methodology outlined 

in the Introduction (and detailed in Appendix A) has been used. Every passage 

containing a reference to a female marita has been examined.  

To recap briefly, the term marita, which means “a wife” or “a married 

woman,” is the feminine equivalent of maritus, meaning husband. It has been taken 

to be a poetic or post-classical term for a wife and it can allude to a nova nupta.710 

D. R. Shackleton-Bailey, translator of the 2003 Loeb edition of Statius, frequently 

translates it to mean “bride”711 which follows the TLL designation. Marita also 

appears to have this connotation in the writings of Valerius Maximus where he 

used it to refer to the new wife (nova marita) of Catiline.712 How then, was it used in 

Latin literature in general to portray a married Roman woman? The first thing 

worth noting is that even though marita was used only in poetry, it was even there 

used only rarely. There are only fourteen references in Latin literature to a woman 

                                       
710 Lewis and Short, 1115. Under “maritus” the definition is written as (: “III marita, ae, f., a 
married woman, wife (poet. and post-class.): marita, Hor. Epod. 8, 13; castae maritae, Ov. F. 
2, 139; id. H.12, 175; Inscr. Orell. 2665; Inscr. Fabr. 299 al.; and freq. on epitaphs.” (Lewis 
and Short’s bolding and italics). TLL VIII, 403. Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 7. Treggiari writes 
that “Marita of a wife or married woman is almost entirely confined to poetry and epitaphs.” 
She does not comment on the possible connotation of “new wife” or “bride.” 
711 See below for exact passages. 
712 Val. Max. 9.1.9: Verum praecipue Catilinae libido scelesta: nam uaesano amore Aureliae 
Orestillae correptus, cum unum impedimentum uideret quo minus nuptiis inter se iungerentur, 
filium suum, quem et solum et aetate iam puberem habebat, ueneno sustulit protinusque ex 
rogo eius maritalem facem accendit ac nouae maritae orbitatem suam loco muneris erogauit. 
eodem deinde animo ciuem gerens quo patrem egerat, filii pariter manibus et nefarie 
adtemptatae patriae poenas dedit. “But especially criminal was the lust of Catiline. Seized 
with an infatuation for Aurelia Orestilla, he saw his son, an only child already past puberty, 
as the only obstacle to their union in marriage. He removed the lad by poison, kindling the 
nuptial torch from his pyre and offering his own childlessness as a gift to his new bride. 
Then playing citizen in the same spirit as he had played father, he paid penalty equally to 
the shades of his son and to the country he had wickedly assailed.” Shackleton Bailey’s 
translation, 301. The use of the adjective nova indicates that she is a new wife or a “bride” 
making this synonymous with nova nupta. 
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as a marita. In what follows, the passages will be discussed chronologically by 

author in order to examine the usage of marita. 

   

  1. Maritae in Horace  

It is in Horace (65-8 B.C.E.713) that marita first appears. Horace, in Epode 

8.13, used marita to refer to a married woman in comparison to the wealthy older 

lady whom he was satirizing. He wrote: 

nec sit marita, quae rotundioribus /  
onusta bacis ambulet. 
 
May no wife perlustrate laden /  
with fatter, rounder pearls than yours.714  

 
There are two possibilities in Horace’s use of marita: metre and moral comparison.  

 It appears that Horace’s choice of marita over another marital term may have 

been influenced by the metre of the poem. In Epode 8, Horace used an iambic 

trimeter followed by an iambic dimeter to form couplets.715 Marita fits easily into  

lines 13 and 14: 

 

  !    ! |   ˘  ! | ˘    !  | ˘   !  |˘ ! | ˘ x 
nec sit| marit|a quae|rotun|dio|ribus / 

 
 ˘   ! | ˘   !  |x   ! |  ˘   x 
onus|ta bac|is am|bulet 

 

In this instance, marita fits quite easily where coniunx and uxor may not have. This 

does not mean that coniunx or uxor could never be used in poetry or could never be 

placed for marita, but it does seem to indicate that the choice of marita here may 

have been influenced by metrical considerations.  

                                       
713 Hans Peter Syndikus, “Horace” in OCD. Ed. Simon Hornblower and Anthony Spawforth 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press 2009). Oxford Reference Online. Oxford University Press. 
University of Calgary. 21 June 2009  
<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t111.e3150> 
714 Hor. Epod. 8.13, trans. W.G. Shepherd. Horace, The Complete Odes and Epodes, trans. 
W.G. Shepherd (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1983), 56. Bennett does not include 
Epode 8. Fraenkel, 58, calls this poem repulsive and does not comment directly on this 
section. Mulroy, 214, has no comment on this line.  
715 James W. Halporn, Martin Ostwald, Thomas G. Rosenmeyer, The Meters of Greek and 
Latin Poetry (Hackett Publishing Co., Inc., 1994), 94.  
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 However, there is also a sexual portrait of the marita given implicitly through 

the comparison to the vetula. This comparison could be made on two levels. First, 

as Watson has noted, the use of beauty aids was suspicious in married women: 

“the pointed use of marita, and the stress on her pearls serve notice that the 

vetula’s behaviour is adulterous.”716 Watson further explains that onusta implies 

the woman was “burdened with the weight of multiple pearls” but that ambulet 

“suggests both an unpleasantly haughty bearing (4.5 n.) and being on the prowl 

sexually (5.71 n.).”717 In contrast to this adulterous woman wearing beauty aids, a 

good marita is unadorned, does not “prowl around” and, as a result, does not 

commit adultery.  

 There could also be a physical comparison at work. Horace has already 

satirised the old woman’s physical appearance and has compared her breasts (or 

nipples) to those of a horse: 

sed incitat me pectus et mammae putres / equina quales ubera 
 
What rouses me is your putrid bosom, / your breasts like the teats of a 
mare.718  

 

It is possible that this is a continuation of the physical description and a 

comparison to a good marita’s physical state: a good marita does not look like this 

woman. As Garrison has noted, “Coarsely abusive sexual language is an early 

iambic tradition. It was brought into Latin poetry by Catullus, whose pungent wit 

Horace emulates in these lines.”719 If baca is taken to allude to items that are round 

like pearls then, in this case, it could be an allusion to breasts and would add 

further to the unflattering depiction of the old lady: “May no (read: good or pudica) 

marita walk around [= prowl around looking for sex] laden with such pendulous 

[and unattractive] breasts as yours.” This would, therefore, highlight the moral 

difference between this old lady and a good wife through the dichotomy of both 

                                       
716 Watson, 304. Also, Watson, 303-304: “Pearls commanded exceedingly high prices among 
fashion-conscious Roman women...The value of the vetula’s pearls is further enhanced by 
their extreme regularity of shape (nec...rotundioribus)...not all pearls were round...” 
717 Watson, 304. 
718 Hor. Ep. 8.7-8, trans. W.G. Shepherd. Horace, The Complete Odes and Epodes, 56. 
Campbell, 158, sees ubera as “nipples.” 
719 Garrison, Horace, Epodes and Odes, 182-183. Garrison, on lines 13-14 writes: “marita: 
married woman. rotundioribus...bacis: i.e., more perfect pearls. ambulet has a hint of 
insolence.” 
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their physical appearance and their sexual behaviour. 

 In Horace, two possibilities exist. Horace may simply have chosen marita as 

the word which best fit but he may also, quite likely, have chosen it due to 

underlying moral connotations in order to highlight the inappropriate behaviour of 

the sexually depraved old woman. The moral underpinning of marita, seen through 

the use of it as a comparison to “bad” women, can be found in other authors as 

well. 

 

2. Maritae in Propertius  

In Propertius (54/47—2 B.C.E.), there is only one reference to wives as 

maritae. In this case, he used the word to allude to wives free from trickery or 

deceit:  

Andromedeque et Hypermestre sine fraude marita / narrant historiae foedera 
nota suae 
 
Andromeda and Hypermestra, guileless wives, / Narrate the tales of their 
egregious times [or: famous betrothals].720 

 

Richardson argues that sine fraude is used to mean “‘guiltlessly,’ in contrast to 

Clytemnestra and Pasiphaë.721 But P.[ropertius] wants a stronger effect from his 

understatement than the translation affords.”722 It seems clear that marita implies 

the correct behaviour of a wife. With sine fraude, it acts as a foil for the behaviour 

                                       
720  Prop. 4.7.63. Shepherd’s translation, 148. Heyworth, 470-471, has this line as: 
Andromedeque et Hypermestre sine fraude maritae / narrant historiae pectora nota suae. 
Heyworth has pointed out that the manuscripts do not agree on the word choice and other 
possibilities for pectora include corpora, foedera, tempora. Heyworth argues that 
Hypermestra fits the context as she alone did not plan to kill husband at their wedding. 
Andromeda, however, does not fit as well, as she had to jilt Phineus in order to marry 
Perseus. This means that she actually was involved in committing fraus. Heyworth prefers 
Heinsius’ marita. Heyworth also argues that “The pentameter is nonsense as it stands (‘they 
relate bosoms famous for their history?’), and extremely difficult to correct” but that he 
prefers “Heinsius’ foedera nota (‘famous betrothals’) as the best replacement for pectora 
nota.” Hutchinson, 184, glosses as “tell their own myths” and prefers pectora sancta to 
tempora nota: “The dead swap their stories.” 
721 Clytemnestra committed adultery with her husband’s brother and, when Agamemnon 
returned from the Trojan War, plotted with her lover to kill him. See Aeschylus’ Oresteia. 
Pasiphaë was the wife of King Minos of Crete. She committed adultery with a bull, resulting 
in the Minotaur. 
722 Richardson, 460. Camps, 122: Literally: “relate the famous perils of their story.” Camps 
also argues that both are used by Propertius as examples of virtuous and suffering wives 
and, although Andromeda did nothing virtuous that we know of in her myth, Propertius may 
have assumed virtue due to suffering as a heroine. 
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of Clytemnestra and Pasiphaë (discussed in the preceding lines by Propertius) and 

points to the proper behaviour of a marita: to behave without deceit toward her 

husband.  

 

3. Maritae in Ovid  

The poet Ovid (43 B.C.E.—17 C.E.723) used marita seven times to refer to a 

woman as a wife.724 This is a poetic usage but Ovid’s portrayal of women whom he 

called maritae was not an ideal portrait. Whereas Horace appears to have used the 

term as an ideal with which to make comparisons, Ovid’s maritae, many of whom 

were taken from mythology, were often not ideal wives. In Heroides 4.134, the term 

marita refers to Juno, wife of Jupiter: 

Iuppiter esse pium statuit, quodcumque iuuaret, / et fas omne facit fratre 
marita soror. 725 
 
Jove fixed that virtue was to be in whatever brought us pleasure; and 
naught is wrong before the gods since sister was made wife by brother.726  

 

Though this was a marital relationship between two gods, it was incestuous and 

Ovid highlighted the fact that Juno was a sister-wife. This may simply have been a 

mythological tidbit or it may have affected the meaning placed on marita by Ovid (or 

on Juno by comparison with his use of the term). He also placed the term marita in 

the mouth of Medea when she used it to speak about Jason’s new wife (or bride).  

Forsitan et, stultae dum te iactare maritae / quaeris et infestis [iniustis] auribus 
apta loqui, / in faciem moresque meos noua crimina fingas. 727 
 
Perhaps too, when you wish to boast to your stupid mate and say what will 
pleasure her unjust ears, you will fashion strange slanders against my face 
and against my ways.728 

 

                                       
723 All life dates of ancient authors are from the 3rd Revised Online edition of OCD. 
724 Ov. Her. 4.134; Ov. Her. 12.175; Ov. Her. 13.45; Ov. Ars am. 3.49; Ov. Met. 12.609; Ov. 
Fast. 2.139; Ov. Fast. 2.429. 
725 Ov. Her. 4.134.  
726 Ov. Her. 4.134. Ovid, Heroides and Amores, trans. Grant Showerman (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1947), 55. Palmer, 313, states: “‘the fact that Juno married her 
brother gives the fullest sanction (to our union),’ not ‘sanctions everything’” and states that 
“marita, adjectively used, takes an abl.” 
727 Ov. Her. 12.175. Palmer, 399, has nothing on use of marita. 
728 Ov. Her. 12.175. Showerman’s translation, 155. 
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Ovid had Medea refer to her rival as a marita but with a general tone of scorn which 

was fitting given the circumstances. Ovid also used marita three times in reference 

to Helen of Troy. He first alluded to her as the “Taenarian marita”729 and then as the 

“Therapnaean marita.”730 Finally, in Metamorphoses 12.609, Ovid discussed Helen 

in reference to Paris and Achilles as “a Greek’s marita.”731 Most commentaries on 

this line refer to Achilles rather than to any specific discussion of the use of marita 

when applied to Helen.732 There would seem, however, to be some censure in his 

references to Helen. Having abandoned one husband to run off with another man, 

she was not the best example found in literature of the ideal wife. Perhaps in 

addition to questioning the heroic ideal,733 Ovid was questioning the nature of a 

marita, as this particular marita, Helen, was not one to be emulated.  

There are also two references in the Fasti to maritae. The first was to 

Romulus whom Ovid compared unfavourably to Augustus:  

tu rapis, hic castas duce se iubet esse maritas.734 
 

                                       
729 Ov. Her. 13.43-45. Dyspari Priamide, damno formose tuorum, / tam sis hostis iners quam 
malus hospes eras. / aut te Taenariae faciem culpasse maritae, / aut illi uellem displicuisse 
tuam. = “Ill-omened Paris, Priam’s son, fair at cost of thine own kin, mayst thou be as inert a 
foe as thou wert a faithless guest! Would that either thou hadst seen fault in the face of the 
Taenarian wife, or she had taken no pleasure in thine!” Showerman’s translation, 161-163. 
Taenarian is in reference to a location in the Peloponnese and is an epithet indicating 
“Spartan.” Palmer, 404, has no comment. 
730 Ov. Ars am. 3.49. probra Therapnaeae qui dixerat ante maritae, / mox cecinit laudes 
prosperiore lyra. = “Who first reviled the bride from Therapnae / Soon sang her praises in a 
happier key.” Melville’s translation, 129. Therapnae is also a part of Sparta and is indicative 
of Helen’s origins. Gibson, 107. “Therapne is Helen’s birthplace.” Also, “For proba (‘insults’), 
cf. the characterisations of Stesichorus’ speech about Helen in Plato (Phaedr. 243a).” Gibson 
has nothing specific on marita. Ovid, The Love Poems, trans. A.D. Melville (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990). 
731 Ov. Met. 12.609. ille igitur tantorum victor, Achille, / victus es a timido Graiae raptore 
maritae. = “And so the famous Achilles, after triumphing over such great heroes, was 
defeated by a coward who had stolen away from Greece another man’s wife.” Innes’ 
translation, 284. Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Mary M. Innes (London: Penguin Books, Ltd., 
1955). 
732 As Simpson notes, 406, Paris was womanish so if Achilles was to be killed by a “woman” 
he would rather it be Penthesilea than Paris. Simpson has nothing else regarding the use of 
marita. Martin, 433, has a slightly different translation, though the meaning is the same: 
“that you, Achilles, conqueror of many, are overcome by an unheroic adulterer who snatched 
a Grecian wife!” Martin, 571, has nothing else on the use of marita. Glenn, 167, has no 
comment on the use of marita. 
733 On this passage, Martin, 571, writes: “The death of Achilles at the hand of the very 
unheroic Paris allows Ovid once again to question the heroic ethos and to raise again, in the 
next two lines, the issue of gender and courage.” 
734 Ov. Fast. 2.139. 
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Thou didst rape wives: Caesar bade them under his rule be chaste.735 
  

This was less a condemnation of maritae and more an indictment of Romulus’ 

behaviour and the proper behaviour expected by Augustus—maritae should be 

castae, a reference to Augustus’ legislations regarding marriage and adultery.736 

The last example from Ovid also mentioned women as maritae and discussed their 

desire for children—which fit the ideal purpose of marriage. These women, however, 

the Sabine women, were unable to fulfil their purpose: they were infertile. 

nam fuit illa dies, dura cum sorte maritae / reddebant uteri pignora rara sui.  
 
For there was a day when a hard lot ordained that wives but seldom gave 
their mates the pledges of the womb.737  

 
The use of marita in the last example may not affect, terribly, the meaning of the 

passage and the institution of the Lupercalia festival that it explains. These women 

were infertile and, as Murgatroyd has noted, this has made the entire “Rape of the 

Sabine Women” completely purposeless. In Murgatroyd’s view: 

The infertility of the wives is seldom mentioned in surviving literature, and 
Ovid may have been the first to point out (flippantly) that this made the 
famous rape a complete waste of time; this consultation of Juno and the (at 
first sight obscene!) oracle from her are unparalleled.738 

 
Consequently, the humour and depth of meaning in this passage may have little to 

do with Ovid’s choice of term. It was enough that these were wives who were 

infertile. What is highlighted was the desire for children as a result of marriage: 

good wives want children. 

                                       
735 Ov. Fast. 2.139. Ovid’s Fasti, trans. James Frazer (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1959), 67. 
736 Miller, 48. “rapis: sc. maritas (“brides”). A reference to the legendary rape of the Sabines 
by Romulus and his men.” also: “castas: predicate adjective. Ovid refers to the legislation 
promulgated by Augustus against adultery.” Murgatroyd, Mythical, 298, does not list this 
passage in his index of Ovidian lines. For more on the lex Iulia, see p. 165, n. 618. 
737 Ov. Fast. 2.429. Frazer’s translation. Miller, 71, discusses the grammatical structure but 
has no relevant comments on meaning. 
738 Murgatroyd, Mythical, 256-257. Murgatroyd, Mythical, 117-119. Murgatroyd sees the 
underlining humour in these lines in that the Sabine women “seldom give birth” and the 
Romans seek help from Juno. She tells them to let the women be penetrated by a goat—but 
this means “lashed with thongs of goat-hide” not intercourse with said goat though this is 
part of Ovid’s humour in containing an “obscenely comic aspect, deflating the solemnity in 
connection with the numinous grove” and “reinforcing the basic humour of the background 
situation (all the effort having been expended on the famous Rape of the Sabine Women for 
nothing).” 
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From Ovid, therefore, a dual picture of the marita appears. She could be 

either a chaste marita who desired children, whether able or not, as in the Fasti, or 

a dishonourable marita such as Helen in the Heroides. Ovid placed the term at the 

end of a line in all but Heroides 4.134. This may lend weight to the theory that the 

choice of marita was purely functional as it was an easier word to place at the end 

of a line than the weightier con-iunx or ux-or. Though these are not completely 

absent from poetry, the predominance of marita at the end of lines (in nine out of 

fourteen examples) may indicate that the choice of this term was controlled, in part, 

by metrical considerations. However, another possibility is the legal nature and 

non-specific nature of the other available terms. Coniunx was non-specific in that it 

could mean either a male or a female spouse. Though context informs as to the 

gender of the spouse, a more specific and pleasant sounding term may have been 

preferred. Similarly, uxor is both harsher and also was the term of choice of jurists. 

It was a legally charged term. In avoiding it, Ovid may have been implying that 

women such as the adulteress Helen were not deserving of the term uxor as they 

were not legitimate, legal, wives. This is a possibility that should be kept in mind. 

Marita may have been used as a poetically appropriate and feminine-specific but 

generic term that was a useful alternative to coniunx and uxor. 

 

4. Maritae in Manilius  

Marcus Manilius’ Astronomica contains one reference to a marita in Book 5. 

This work was written in the latter years of the reign of Augustus and into the reign 

of Tiberius during a period of transition. This is a didactic poem, as opposed to the 

satirical portrayal of Horace’s Epode 8, and is underscored by the author’s Stoic 

philosophy.739 Didactic poetry, written in hexameters, “professes to teach 

something.”740 Manilius was teaching astrology so any information given about 

                                       
739 OCD contains no specific life dates for Manilius. Dating is, therefore, based on 
composition dates for the Astronomica (during the transition from Augustus to Tiberius). 
G.P. Goold, introduction, in M. Manlius, Astronomica, trans. G.P. Goold. (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1977), xii-xv. For more detail, see Arthur Maurice 
Woodward, “Manilius, Marcus” OCD. 8 June 2009  
http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t111.e3918 The 
OCD entry makes it clear that there has not been a great deal of work done on Manilius in 
recent years. 
740 Katharina Volk, Manilius and His Intellectual Background (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 174-175. Didactic poetry includes such works as Hesiod’s Works and Days, 
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wives is secondary to his didactic purpose. In Book 5, Manilius discussed the 

influence of constellations that went beyond the zodiac. In the words of Goold, “this 

book provides not so much a manual for the technical astrologer as for the literati a 

bouquet of character and vocational sketches such as were suggested by the 

natures of the extra-zodiacal constellations.”741  

The story given at Astr. 5.578, where marita was used, involved Perseus 

saving Andromeda, due to his love for her. After he discovered the reason for her 

being chained to a rock, Perseus promised to save Andromeda and hope awakened 

in her parents as “with the promise of a marita, he hastens back to the shore” to 

rescue Andromeda (concitat aerios cursus flentisque parentes / promissu vitae recreat 

pactusque maritam / ad litus remeat).742 This passage illustrates the marital use of 

marita to mean a wife or bride and the idea that promises or contracts were 

exchanged as part of the marital agreement. It does not, however, provide much 

insight into the ideals associated with a marita herself. The choice of the word 

marita in this instance could, as with Horace’s use, have been influenced by 

metrical considerations. In dactylic hexameter, the fifth foot is usually a dactyl (| ! 

˘ ˘ |) and the final foot can be a trochee (| ! ˘ |) or a spondee (| ! ! |); it is anceps 

and, in this instance, maritam can easily fill the space.  

However, the use of maritam is also in question in this passage. Although the 

Teubner editions record maritam, some manuscripts contained maritum743 in which 

case Perseus was making the promises of a bridegroom. Though “pacta” was 

usually used only of the bride,744 perhaps a more appropriate comparison would be 

to a bridegroom (maritus) and one that should be accepted for contextual reasons. 

This passage provides little insight to the use and nuances of marita though it does 

                                       
Vergil’s Georgics, Lucretius’ De rerum natura, and Ovid’s Ars amatoria and Remedia amoris. 
The last two works of Ovid are the “prominent exception” to the rule that didactic poetry was 
hexameters. 
741 Goold, xciii. 
742 Marcus Manilius, Astr. 5.577-579: “concitat aerios cursus flentisque parentes / promissu 
vitae recreat pactusque maritam / ad litus remeat.” 
743 L2 contains maritam while GLM contain maritum. Housman, 74, note to Line 577. 
Housman accepts the reading of maritam in his edition as well. For a more detailed 
discussion of the manuscript tradition surrounding Manilius, see A.E. Housman, 
“Introduction” to M. Manilii, Astronomicon Liber Quintus, ed. A.E. Housman (1930; reprint, 
New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1972), 2: v-xlvi. 
744 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 138-139. 
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give an example of the contractual nature of Roman marriage involving promises 

exchanged and agreements made by the two parties.745 

 

5. Maritae in Statius  

After Ovid, P. Papinius Statius (c. 45—96 C.E.) used marita the most 

frequently, though with only three examples in the Thebaid and two in the Silvae746 

this is hardly a frequently used term for Statius. In Statius’ works, it usually 

referred to mythological brides, as in Thebaid 4.207, where Statius has Argia, the 

wife of the exiled Polynices, refer to the brides of Argos:  

dabit aptior ista / fors deus, Argolicasque habitu praestabo maritas, / cum 
regis coniunx, cum te mihi sospite templa / votivis implenda choris . . . 
 
Fortune shall give me more timely fortune than this and I shall outshine 
Argos’ brides (maritas) when I am a king’s consort [coniunx = wife] and with 
you preserved to me the temples must be filled with votive choirs. 747 
 

The next two instances of marita in Statius are similarly mythological. In Thebaid 

5.142, it was the last word in the line and used to refer to “Bistonian wives” 

(“Bistonides ueniunt fortasse maritae”).748 This may be a neutral use of the term. In 

Thebaid 7.395, it was used in a metaphor.749 However, as Smolenaars notes, the 

term marita was chosen very carefully as “the idyllic pastoral scene and the 

shepherd’s concern for his flock contrast vividly with the situation compared; the 

implicit representation of Eteocles as a general jealous of his men’s lives, though 

                                       
745 Williams, “Some Aspects of Roman Marriage Ceremonies,” 8, notes that promises might 
be made on behalf of the bride. Treggiari, 146-147, discusses that consent was required and 
that a contract might be made but was not required. In her discussion of promises and 
agreements (138-140), Treggiari notes that pacta is used of brides and convenio of 
preliminary agreements made between the two parties. 
746 A sixth instance of the stem marita is a false-positive as it is a portion of the verb maritat. 
It is found in Ach 2.56: “dum Pelea dulce maritat / Pelion” = “when Pelion made sweet 
wedlock for Peleus.” Translation by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Statius (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2003), 3: 391. 
747 Stat. Theb. 4.207. Translation by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Statius, vol. 2, Thebaid 1-7 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 2: 221. 
748 Stat. Theb. 5.142: “Bistonides veniunt fortasse maritae.” = “Perchance Bistonian brides are 
coming.” Translation by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Statius, vol. 2, Thebaid 1-7 (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 2: 281. 
749 Stat. Theb. 7.395: “iubet ordine primo / ire duces, media stipantur plebe maritae;” = “he 
bids the leaders go first, the flock of ewes is packed in the middle.” Translation by D. R. 
Shackleton Bailey, Statius, vol. 2, Thebaid 1-7 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2003), 2: 427. 
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leading them forth to destruction in an unjust cause, is particularly disturbing.”750 

Consequently, the unjust Eteocles leads maritae to the slaughter. Though this may 

say less about maritae than it does about Eteocles and, as a result, about his rivals, 

it may be telling that Statius used the term marita, as this is the only instance of 

marita referring to animals in Statius.751 He used maritae to symbolise innocents 

(animals and people) being treated unjustly. This is, therefore, similar to his use of 

marita in Silvae 3.3.175 for Procne and/or Philomela. 

In Silvae 3.3.175, Statius used marita to mean (perhaps) Procne, the wife 

(marita) of Tereus. 

iamque in fine dies, et inexorable pensum / 
deficit. hic maesti pietas me poscit Etrusci / 
qualia nec Siculae moderantur carmina rupes / 
nec fati iam certus olor saeuique marita / 
Tereos 

 
Now the day is ending and the inexorable thread runs out. Here sad 
Etruscus’ piety asks of me such a song as the rocks of Sicily do not 
modulate, nor the swan now sure of his fate, nor the bride of savage 
Tereus.752  

  
 

This is the mythological story of Tereus, the king of Thrace and son of Ares. Tereus 

was married to Procne, the daughter of the king of Athens. When bringing her 

sister, Philomela, to visit Procne, Tereus kidnapped Philomela and hid her in the 

woods where he raped her and cut out her tongue to prevent her from telling the 

story to anyone. Imprisoned in the woods, Philomela wove her story into a tapestry 

and sent it to her sister. In a rage, Procne rescued her sister and the two women 

then killed Tereus’ son by Procne. Procne then served her son, Itys, to his father at 

a banquet. When Tereus realised this, he chased the two women in an attempt to 

kill them but the gods changed all three into birds—Procne into a nightingale, 

Philomela into a swallow, and Tereus into a hoopoe.753 The Roman mythographers 

                                       
750 Smolenaars, Statius, Thebaid VII, 175-177. 
751 Smolenaars, Statius, Thebaid VII, 177. Smolenaars points out that marita is very rarely 
used of animals at all. 
752 Stat. Silv. 3.3.172-176. Translation by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Statius, vol. 1, Silvae 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 1: 213. 
753 For other examples of this story, see also Paus. 1.41.8-9; Apollod. Bibl. 3.14.8; Hyg. Fab. 
45 (with changes); Ov. Met. 6.424-674; and fragments of Sophocles’ lost play Tereus, which 
was likely the basis for most later versions. Apollodorus gives the traditional account that 
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such as Hyginus (c. second century C.E.754), and possibly Ovid, reversed the fate of 

Philomela and Procne and had Philomela became the nightingale and Procne the 

swallow.755 However, in this line by Statius, it is unclear which of the women was 

meant as neither bird was mentioned. The line simply refers to “nec fati iam certus 

olor saeuique marita / Tereos” which translates to “and not the swan already certain 

of its fate, nor the marita of savage Tereus.”756  

Shackleton Bailey translates this as “the bride of savage Tereus” and has a 

note explaining that this was “Philomela the nightingale, actually Tereus’ sister-in-

law and rape victim.”757 If this did allude to Philomela, then the choice of marita to 

describe his rape victim (and someone who was, in no way, his intended bride) 

would be exceptionally odd. If Statius was referring to Philomela as the marita of 

Tereus, then he was either mistaken or he was being deliberately inappropriate and 

using the term ironically: Tereus felt that he had the right to rape Philomela and, as 

a result, he might have viewed her as his marita.758 It is clear, however, that she 

was not his marita and did not view herself this way. This contrast would speak to 

the audience. It is also possible that marita did mean the wife of Tereus, Procne, in 

which case its use is simply factual. A third possibility is deliberate ambiguity in 

that both women have been mistreated by Tereus, betrayed by Tereus, and have 

had sexual intercourse (one voluntary as a legal wife and one raped as a hostage) 

                                       
Procne was the nightingale and Philomela the swallow. This is due to their songs. The 
tongueless Philomela can only warble as a swallow while the grieving Procne, as a 
nightingale, calls endlessly for her murdered son (“Itu! Itu!”). See Michael Simpson, Gods 
and Heroes of the Greeks: The Library of Apollodorus (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1976), 213-215, n. 10. 
754 Hyginus (3)" OCD. 29 June 2009  
http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t111.e3188 
755 Hyg. Fab. 45. In addition to reversing the birds for Procne and Philomela, Hyginus also 
changed the basic story quite dramatically. Simpson refers to Hyginus’ version as “short and 
with a doubtful text in one place.” See Simpson, Gods and Heroes, 213, n. 10. Simpson 
(214, n. 10) also states that Ovid does not explain which women turned into which bird and 
it does seem unclear in Ovid indicating that the switch may have occurred earlier than 
Hyginus in the Roman versions of the myth. There seems to be no clear answer as to which 
woman was meant in any particular passage referring to birds and no consistency over 
which bird had been which woman. See Bruce Gibson, Statius, Silvae 5 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), 297-298 on 5.3.83-84 where the identification is also unclear.  
756 Stat. Silv. 3.3.175. Nagle, Hardie, and Newmyer have no comments on this section. 
757 Shackleton Bailey, Statius I: Silvae, 213 n. 29. 
758 Statius, in the Thebaid, does use dramatic irony and episodes of mistaken identity. It is 
possible that this is a similar usage. For a general discussion of irony in Statius’ Thebaid see 
Dominik, Speech and Rhetoric. 
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with Tereus and, as a result, their roles have been blurred and both are the maritae 

of savage Tereus. Again, this imagery and ambiguity would speak to the audience. 

In either case, the imagery associated with these women and, therefore, with the 

term marita in this instance, is one of violence, treachery, and sadness and, 

perhaps, implies a specific application of the term marita to a “good” woman who 

had been treated poorly (whether Procne or Philomela as both were harmed).759 

However, a more illuminating usage of marita is found earlier in the Silvae. 

In Silvae 1.2.15, it is used for a newly wed marita, led into marriage by Venus 

herself: 

ipsa manu nuptam genetrix Aeneia duxit / lumine demissam et dulci probitate 
rubentem, / ipsa toros et sacra parat cultuque Latino / dissimulata deam 
crinem uultusque genasque / temperat atque noua gestit minor ire marita. 
 
Aeneas’ mother with her own hand led the bride, whose eyes are downcast 
as she blushes sweetly chaste. She herself prepares the bed and the rites, 
dissembling her deity with Latian attire, and tempers hair and face and eyes, 
anxious to walk less tall than the newly wed.760 
 

The marita is described as “dulci probitate rubentem” (“blushing with sweet 

honesty”).761 The use of either probitas or dulcis was unusual in descriptions of 

wives in general,762 but, the use of dulcis was not unusual in the epitaphs of 

                                       
759 Ovid also relates the story of Tereus, Procne, and Philomela. He does not use the term 
marita for either woman. Interestingly, at lines 634-645, Procne refers to herself as the bride 
of Tereus, using the term nupta and as the wife of Tereus, using coniunx. Neither of these 
terms falls at the end of a line though when Tereus is referred to as a husband, the word 
maritus is at the end. Ov. Met. 6.634-635. cui sis nupta, vide, Pandione nata, marito! / 
degeneras! scelus est pietas in coniuge Tereo. “See the kind of man you have married, you, 
Pandion’s daughter! You are not worthy of your father! It is criminal to feel affection for a 
husband such as Tereus!” Innes’ translation, 151. The use of specific terms has been 
noticed little in this passage. Simpson, 327, has no comment on this specific section. 
Martin, 216, translates this passage as: “Your husband is the answer to this riddle, / 
unworthy daughter of royal Pandion! / The only crime against a man like this / is to behave 
with natural affection!” He has no comments on this passage beyond the translation (563). 
Glenn, 77-80, also has no comments on the use of coniunx in this passage. 
760 Stat. Silv. 1.2.11-15. Translation by D. R. Shackleton Bailey, Statius, vol, 1, Silvae 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 1: 41. Nagle, Hardie, and Newmyer have 
no comments on this section. 
761 Shackleton Bailey has translated this as “she blushes sweetly chaste” lending a moral 
weight to the phrase.  
762 Noelle K. Zeiner-Carmichael, “Perfecting the Ideal: Molding Roman Women in Statius’ 
Silvae,” Arethusa 40 (2007): 165-181. Zeiner-Carmichael (168) sees this poem and the 
description here as concentrating on the ideal of beauty (forma) to highlight the dual 
depiction of the domina-matrona due to the dual usage of forma to symbolise both the 
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maritae. As the evidence illustrates in Chapter 3 (and Appendix B), 29% of the small 

number of commemorated maritae were called “dulcis” or “dulcissima” by their 

surviving spouses as opposed to the statistically expected 4.3%. What is more, 

Statius was writing in the latter quarter of the first century C.E. during the reign of 

the Flavians. His Silvae were probably composed between 89 and 96 C.E.763 

Epitaphs commemorating maritae have a tendency, when using more 

sentimentalizing terms of endearment, to be later as well. It is likely that the use of 

marita in Statius illustrates an early change in the ideal of the marita that came to 

fruition later in the epitaphs. This could tie in to his more generic use of the term 

coniunx as well. 

 

6. Conclusions on Maritae in Literature  

Due to the completely poetic usage of marita, it is difficult to reach any 

definite conclusions regarding literary ideals for the term. Clearly there were ideals 

of female marital behaviour associated with the word—the castae maritae of Ovid, 

the sine fraude maritae of Propertius, and the marita who was dulci probitate 

rubentem of Statius—but whether or not these ideals were specific to this term or to 

the idea of the married woman generally is an issue that remains clouded, 

particularly by the very fact that the usage was poetic and rare. Most interesting is 

the usage of dulcis in association with marita by Statius. This usage appears 

primarily in late epitaphs and also appears in Statius. This may indicate the period 

in which this ideal was first applied to maritae and to wives in general. 

 

IV. Conclusion to Literary Evidence for Wives 

During Cicero’s time, a man of his stature needed a wide network of friends, 

both male and female, to see to his duties and to help him in his life. Political power 

was decentralised and women could and did help their male relatives, especially 

                                       
marital fertility of the ideal wife and the sexual pleasure provided by a domina. She writes 
that “Forma as a feminine ideal generally fits all literary and cultural contexts, including, for 
example, funerary epitaphs and elegy.” However, for epitaphs, she cites only two: “Laudatio 
Murdiae (CIL 6.10230 = ILS 8394) and Laudatio Turiae (CIL 6.1527 = ILS 8393; both first 
century b.c.).” As the current study shows, neither of these inscriptions should be taken as 
embodying the typical wifely portrayal. 
763 D. R. Shackleton Bailey, introduction, to Statius, vol. 1, Silvae (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2003), 1: 4-5. 
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their husbands. Women of Cicero’s circle discussed things independently with men 

like Cicero. This appears to have lessened by the time Pliny wrote his letters and 

the role of the lover, posited by the elegiac poets, had become mainstream upper-

class reality. A man loved his wife and was her amator. However, Calpurnia, in 

Pliny’s letters, was not presented as an active participant in the marriage. 

Everything she did was in relation to and reaction to Pliny. Terentia was active and 

involved. Tullia and Fulvia were active in their marriages and outside their 

marriages. Even Arria, who was active and whom Pliny held up as an ideal, was 

active in the generations before Pliny and Calpurnia. Calpurnia, though, waited at 

home. 

What does this mean? By Pliny’s time, women were no longer particularly 

important or politically active outside of the imperial family—but neither were their 

men due to the political shift with power emanating from the emperor. This perhaps 

indicates both a shift in the ideals associated with married women and a shift in 

the ideals of male public behaviour as well. Why should men with no political 

importance be interested in women’s views on politics? Why would women, in that 

situation, stir themselves to act behind the scenes? They would not and Pliny’s 

letters indicate that they did not, as a matter of course. This is a far different world 

from that of Cicero where women were actively and publicly involved in the political 

interests of their husbands, extended families, and even non-related acquaintances. 

This departure from late-Republican society is also mimicked in the chronological 

shift seen in the epitaphs with a focus in the second and third centuries on sexual 

(passive) and infantilising epithets and a concentration on ideals of marital love and 

chastity. These were not the concern of Cicero or early epitaph purchasers but they 

become the concerns of men like Pliny and purchasers of epitaphs in the second 

and third centuries. Thus, while a comparison of the letters of Pliny and Cicero has 

already indicated a chronological shift, this shift will be even more apparent in the 

epitaphs in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3:  

The Inscriptional Evidence for the Portrayal of Legal Wives:  

Coniuges, Maritae, and Uxores 

 
In Chapter 2, the various portrayals of wives in Latin literature were 

examined and it became clear that Cicero portrayed wives quite differently in the 

late Republic than Pliny the Younger did in the imperial period. This chronological 

shift is also evident in the epitaphs discussed here, in Chapter 3. Factors such as 

term, status, burial place, and time period all affected the ideals illustrated by the 

dedicating husband. This will highlight the difficulties inherent in the study of the 

portrayal of wives. Following this, an examination of two of the more recurrently 

cited epitaphs will be offered as a foil to illustrate the unusual nature of these 

epitaphs when compared to the more frequently found type. Lastly, the exact 

breakdown of usage rates will be discussed in order to illustrate the varied nature 

of epigraphic portrayals of wives. At all points in the following discussion, when the 

word “expected” appears, it is in reference to the statistically expected rate provided 

by SPSS. This expected rate will be compared to the actual findings to determine 

whether or not a certain item (a term, a status grouping, or a particular epithet) 

was used more or less frequently than statistically expected. The numbers will be 

provided in simplified tables here, in full tables and graphs in Appendix B, and in 

brackets following statements about usage. This comparison between the 

statistically expected number and the actual number for any one factor helps 

illustrate the nuances within depictions of wives. 

This chapter will illustrate that there was no typical portrayal of Roman 

wives and no single set of shared ideals. If we were to create three fictional Roman 

wives to illustrate the similarities and differences, we would begin with terms: 

coniunx versus uxor versus marita. The terms alone will start to inform of the 

different portrayals as uxor and marita were used much more rarely than coniunx 

on epitaphs. If these fictional women had names, this would provide even more 

information about their portrayal: Julia Felicula was a coniunx; Rutilia daughter of 

T. Rutilius Honoratus was an uxor; and Aurelia Minor daughter of M. Aurelius 

Cerfonius was a marita. Julia Felicula was free but we do not know if she was 

freeborn. This is in contrast to Rutilia and Aurelia who were explicitly freeborn. 
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Rutilia and Aurelia were buried in household tombs while Julia’s epitaph was found 

in a columbarium. Aurelia and Julia were married to free men whose original 

statuses are unknown while Rutilia was married to a man who was freeborn.764 

Aurelia, the marita, was amantissima, fidelissima, and castissima. These epithets, 

together with her nomen, indicate that she likely lived in the late second or early 

third century. Julia, by her nomen, is perhaps datable to the early first century. As 

her husband’s nomen was Claudius, this seems more likely. She was called bene 

merens and carissima and her age at death was given as 27. These factors also lead 

to the conclusion of an earlier date for this hypothetical example. Rutilia is the 

most difficult to categorise. She was an uxor and was commemorated on a 

household tomb but her nomen and that of her husband, Q. Tullius Irenaeus, son 

of Q. Tullius, make dating her by imperial nomina impossible. She was listed as 

optima and her age was given as 22. She was married for 5 years and her son was 

listed right after her with an age of 3 months. It is plausible that their deaths 

precipitated the building of the tomb, which would explain the addition of ages, 

rarely found on household tombs. The use of optima implies a formal, moral 

character and her young age and short marriage, coupled with the death of her 

young son, signified pathos and tragedy to the passer-by. Her time period is, 

however, difficult to pinpoint though, as will be illustrated, the use of optima 

indicates an earlier rather than a later period of composition. 

These three fictional women embody the differences that become apparent 

when looking at Roman wives. The nuances implicit in the epitaphs make 

generalisations about the portrayal of wives and the ideals attributed to wifely 

behaviour difficult, as these were not stable in Roman culture. Neither a coniunx 

nor an uxor (nor their husbands) from the early first century would identify with the 

ideals placed on the tombstone of a late second century marita. Similarly, a freed 

first century coniunx would not wish to be termed by the ideals given to her 

neighbour, the freeborn uxor. No husband who called his wife an uxor on a 

household tomb would want her thought of for posterity in the same way as the 

coniunx in the columbarium. Thus, when examining inscriptions recording wives, 

                                       
764 See Appendix B, Tables 17 and 18. These tables show the status pairings of coniuges and 
uxores. Though I do not discuss this in any great detail, it becomes obvious that women 
commemorated as freeborn uxores were much more likely to have had a freeborn husband. 
See Tables 19-24 for comparison with other terms of relationship. 
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and other familial relationships, the specific Latin term, together with other data 

such as epithets, status, and time period, need to be factored into the investigation. 

This has not always been the case. As discussed in Chapter 1, several well-

known inscriptions, including the Claudia epitaph found in the Introduction, have 

been examined in the past and have often been used as evidence for commonly held 

Roman ideals. Two of these, the laudatio Turiae and the epitaph for Aurelia 

Philematium, will now be discussed before turning to the current sample. By 

starting with these examples, their unique nature will be noticeable and will provide 

a foil for the statistical results provided by examining several thousand 

inscriptions.  

 

I. “Turia” and Aurelia Philematium 

First, the Laudatio “Turiae” is a large-scale funerary monument recording the 

life of an unknown woman (often referred to as Turia), who is held up as the 

standard of Roman womanly and wifely virtues.765 In some respects, the behaviour 

of women in Cicero’s letters was in keeping with the actions of the woman of the 

Laudatio Turiae but there are differences that make this tombstone unique.766 The 

actions of Turia have been summarized well in other sources but will briefly be 

outlined here.767 

                                       
765 For the sake of ease, I will refer to the woman commemorated in this laudatio as Turia, 
though I recognize that this identification is suspect. See Emily A. Hemelrijk, “Masculinity 
and Femininity in the Laudatio Turiae,” Classical Quarterly 54 (2004): 185, n. 2. 
766 CIL 6.1527. The text of the Laudatio is too long to provide here—another indication that it 
is not a typical epitaph. For the full text, see CIL and, for an English edition and 
commentary, see E. Wistrand, The So-Called Laudatio Turiae. Introduction, text, translation 
and commentary by E. Wistrand (Göteborg: Acta Univ. Göteborg. Studia Graeca  and Lat., 
1976). 
767 For more discussion of the Laudatio Turiae and its history, see (among others): M. Durry, 
Éloge funèbre d'une matrone romaine (Éloge dit de Turia). ed., trad., comm. par M. Durry 
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1950). M. Durry, “Du nouveau sur l'inscription de Turia,” Revue 
des études latines (1950): 81-82. A.E. Gordon “ Who's Who in the Laudatio Turiae,” 
Epigraphica 39 (1977): 7-12. Alain M. Gowing, “Lepidus, the Proscriptions and the Laudatio 
Turiae,” Historia 41 (1992): 283-296. Emily A. Hemelrijk, “Masculinity and Femininity in the 
Laudatio Turiae,” Classical Quarterly 54 (2004): 185-197. N. Horsfall, “Some Problems in the 
Laudatio Turiae,” Bulletin of the Institute of Classical Studies 30 (1983): 85-98. Anna Kalabun, 
“De Turia Romani amoris coniugalis exemplo,” Vox Patrum 5 (1985): 75-80. Edwin S. Ramage, 
“The So-Called Laudatio Turiae as Panegyric,” Athenaeum 82 (1994): 341-370. Geoffrey S. 
Sumi, “Civil War, Women and Spectacle in the Triumviral Period,” The Ancient World 35 
(2004): 196-206. E. Wistrand, The So-Called Laudatio Turiae. Introduction, text, translation 
and commentary by E. Wistrand (Göteborg: Acta Univ. Göteborg. Studia Graeca  and Lat., 
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“Turia” was married to her husband for a very long time (31-41 years).768 He 

set up a large inscription (two slabs, 8 ! feet tall, weighing a combined 3 tonnes) to 

her memory sometime in the very late first century (c. 18-2 B.C.E.).769 Since her 

husband was proscribed and Lepidus was mentioned, they most likely married by 

42. If the later date were accepted, she would likely have been born in the mid-60s 

thus making “Turia” a slightly younger contemporary of both Tullia and Fulvia. 

However, “Turia” outlived both Tullia and Fulvia and died after an important 

political and ideological shift had taken place. She was not, therefore, strictly 

analogous with the women found in Cicero’s letters; as her monument was set up 

thirty to forty years after Cicero’s death, following a distinct shift in Roman 

ideology, the presentation of her life in her laudatio was, to a certain extent, a 

product of the next generation. She was praised for pursuing her parents’ 

murderers, for protecting her sister and providing for other female relatives, for 

saving her husband from the proscriptions by throwing herself at the feet of 

Lepidus, though this is likely exaggerated,770 for offering to divorce her beloved 

husband due to her infertility, and for her chastity, modesty, obedience, and wool-

working (pudicitia, modestia, obsequium, lanificium). But, was “Turia” really the 

embodiment of typical wifely ideals? The current sample of inscriptions suggests 

she was not. 

                                       
1976). In addition to these studies specifically on the LT, there are numerous studies on 
Roman history in general and Roman women and marriage specifically, which also allude to 
or mention the LT. For a discussion of these, see Chapter 1. 
768 The LOM is uncertain which makes the resulting dating of the stone and the death of the 
woman uncertain. As Horsfall notes, the LOM may contain a reduplicated X making the 
marriage only 31 years. This could result in “Turia’s” death pre-dating Augustus’ marriage 
legislation thus explaining the lack of concern for this in the childlessness of the couple. 
Horsfall, “Some Problems,” 92-94. 
769 For other details of the inscriptions, including its size and find spots, see Hemelrijk, 
“Masculinity and Femininity in the Laudatio Turiae,” 187, n. 12 and, especially, Horsfall, 
“Some Problems,” 85-86. Horsfall gives an excellent overview of the problems related to this 
stone including the preservation (some portions only survive as 17th century copies), the 
various find spots (with different sections scattered about Rome ranging from a wall in a 
Cistercian abbey by the Theatre of Marcellus to the tomb of Caecilia Metella miles away on 
the Via Appia), and the resulting lack of certainty over the original location of the 
inscription. As a result of the geographically disparate find spots for the various fragments, 
kilometres apart, Horsfall is reluctant to speculate on the original tomb site (85). See also 
Gordon, “A New Fragment,” 223.  
770 Alain M. Gowing, “Lepidus, the Proscriptions and the ‘Laudatio Turiae’,” Historia  41 
(1992): 283-296. 
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A cursory examination will show that there are some immediately apparent 

differences between the Laudatio and the typical epitaph. The typical epitaph was 

short—a few lines at most. The Laudatio was monumental, consisting of two marble 

stones, eight and a half feet tall, over two feet wide each, and weighing a combined 

three tonnes.771 The scale of this monument is incomparable to most epitaphs. In 

this vein, one must remember that this is not actually an epitaph. It is a laudatio. 

As Alain Gowing has noted, “exaggeration and embellishment were standard 

devices by which the laudator amplified his subject’s virtues or vices.”772 In 

Gowing’s discussion of the episode concerning Lepidus, he concludes that: 

this particular laudatio shows unmistakable traces of an Augustan 
perspective. Augustan catch-phrases are in evidence; the social and cultural 
perspective it evinces is Augustan. It is not surprising, then, to discover that 
the laudator has given a distinctly Augustan slant as well to the episode 
considered here, particularly in light of Augustus’ own undeniable 
participation in the proscriptions. In other words, this event in the life of Turia 
could not be ignored, but given the public nature of a funeral oration it 
needed to be handled delicately and diplomatically. Turia’s husband did so 
with such skill and sensitivity - astutely juxtaposing Octavian’s clementia to 
Lepidus’ crudelitas - that a potentially embarrassing recollection is 
transformed instead into piece of flattering publicity for the emperor.773  

 

Likely more than just the Lepidus passage was intended to flatter Augustus. The 

sentiments and ideals found in this inscription may also have more to do with the 

moral climate of the mid-Augustan period than with the normal Roman depiction of 

marriage usually displayed on a tombstone of the period.  

“Turia” defied her family after the deaths of her parents. She was publicly 

active in that she worked on behalf of her husband politically. She asked for help 

from men not related to her. This is in keeping with the visibly active women found 

in Cicero such as Clodia, Servilia, and Terentia.774 This is also reminiscent of the 

politically active Julio-Claudian era women in Pliny the Younger’s letters, such as 

                                       
771 See Hemelrijk, “Masculinity and Femininity in the Laudatio Turiae,” 187, n. 12 and, 
especially, Horsfall, “Some Problems,” 85-86. 
772 Gowing, “Lepidus,” 293. 
773 Gowing, “Lepidus,” 293. 
774 Treggiari, Terentia, 18. Treggiari has noted this similarity to Terentia in her most recent 
work. However, she still concentrates on “Turia’s” husband’s praise of her domestic virtues 
as being the focus of this eulogy. See also: Hemelrijk, “Laudatio Turiae,” 189-191 and 197 for 
the view that “‘Turia’s’ fides and pietas, and her other traditional female virtues, were 
stressed to justify her public actions.” 
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Arria the Elder, but is quite different from Pliny’s portrayal of women like 

Calpurnia. But, as we have seen in the section on Latin literature, there was no 

mention of the “traditional” ideals ascribed to “Turia,” such as wool-working or 

chastity, in Cicero’s mention of real Roman women (though there was, in Pliny, a 

concentration on chastity). This is because, as we shall see when the epitaphs are 

discussed in depth, these ideals were not significantly applied to actual women as 

part of their daily lives; they were the stereotypical sentiments of idealising eulogies 

and philosophical or rhetorical tracts by authors with a moralistic bias such as Livy 

and Seneca.775 The Laudatio Turiae was actually accurate in its portrayal of a late-

Republican woman’s political behaviour; this was the lived reality and something to 

be mentioned as important and worth commemorating but, as we saw in Cicero, 

the actions of women such as “Turia” on a political/public scale would have been 

unsurprising to her contemporaries.  

 Where this inscription deviates is in its list of stock domestic virtues, 

especially chastity and wool-working. Cicero never mentioned wool-working or 

chastity in relation to any actual Roman woman in his letters nor did he find the 

lack of them worth noting—these ideals were simply not of importance to Cicero in 

the context of day-to-day exchanges with and about actual women in his circle.776 

This is what makes the Laudatio Turiae unusual. It matches the late-Republican 

literary view of women as politically active but the domestic virtues are largely 

unattested in earlier Latin literature, particularly for Cicero who was, for all intents 

and purposes, an older contemporary of this couple. In fact, these virtues only 

begin in the Augustan Age. Livy was one of the first sources to mention wool-

working and he did so in connection with Lucretia and Augustan moral 

                                       
775 Hemelrijk, “Laudatio Turiae,” 196, “In the first place the LT shows that in daily life the 
separation of spheres was not as strictly observed as the moralistic sources want us to 
believe.” Examples of moralistic sources, also cited by Hemelrijk, would include Livy’s 
description of Lucretia at 1.57–60 and Seneca’s praise of his aunt at Cons.Helv. 19.6. 
Similarly, the aforementioned rhetorical writings of Cicero on the definition of a 
materfamilias show a difference as well from his letters. Langlands has noted that the 
moralistic tone to the Lucretia story, and the incorporation of a focus on pudicitia, comes 
with Livy and other post-Augustan writers. See Langlands, Sexual Morality, 82. 
776 Nor were they important to him generally. In Cicero, wool-working does not even make an 
appearance in relation to Lucretia. Cic. Scaur. 2. 
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propaganda.777 Livy, though not belonging to the literary circle supported by 

Maecenas, was close to the imperial family and wrote his work “paying close 

attention to Augustus’ views, and in fact with the purpose of promoting the 

emperor's policies.”778 This is not uncontested but Livy’s use of Lucretia coincides 

temporally and also morally with Augustus’ program.779  

 By the time the Laudatio Turiae was erected, Livy had likely already published 

the first five books of his History containing the Lucretia episode and, given a rate 

of three books per year with a death in 19 C.E., he had likely published them at 

least twenty years earlier780 (post-Cicero but well in advance of “Turia’s” death). 

Given the wide appreciation these received (Syme terms Livy “a classic in his own 

lifetime”781), it is likely that many upper-class Romans, such as the author of the 

Laudatio, would have read Livy, and other similar authors, and found these 

new/old ideals in them to be in keeping with the Augustan moral program. Gowing 

has already shown that the author of the Laudatio Turiae, most likely a member of 

the upper classes, curried favour with Augustus in his portrayal of the Lepidus 
                                       
777 Liv. 1.57–60. This is also the case for Livy’s portrayal of the Sabine Women. His narrative 
of their capture and marriage by the Roman men “endorses the prevailing ideology” as 
argued by Gary B. Miles, Livy: Reconstructing Early Rome (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1995), 217.  
778 Hans Petersen, “Livy and Augustus,” Transactions and Proceedings of the American 
Philological Association 92 (1961): 440. 
779 For the use of Lucretia as an model by Livy, for the connection between the use of 
exempla by Livy and by Augustus, and for the canonization of exempla in the Augustan 
period, see Jane D. Chaplin, Livy’s Exemplary History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2000), 168 ff. For the connection between Lucretia and Augustus’ legislation on stuprum, see 
Diana C. Moses, “Livy’s Lucretia and the Validity of Coerced Consent in Roman Law” in 
Consent and Coercion to Sex and Marriage in Ancient and Medieval Societies, ed. Angeliki E. 
Laiou (Washington, D.C: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1993), 39-82. 
See also Sandra R. Joshel, “The Body Female and the Body Politic: Livy’s Lucretia and 
Verginia” in Livy, eds. Jane D. Champlin and Christina S. Kraus (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 380-408. See also Langlands, Sexual Morality, 84-96. Contra, see A. M. 
Feldherr, “Livy’s Revolution: Civic Identity and the Creation of the Res Publica” in Livy, eds. 
Jane D. Champlin and Christina S. Kraus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 409-435. 
For a short summary of the issues, see Ronald Mellor, The Roman Historians (London: 
Routledge, 1999), 70-72.  
780 Ronald Syme, “Livy and Augustus,” Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, 64 (1959): 27-
87. Syme (p. 28) does not argue with a birth date of 59 or a death in 19 C.E. Given that Livy 
only lived to c. 19 C.E., it is unlikely he waited to write everything to the last 20 years of his 
life. See Syme, 30, for Books I-V being published together as evidenced by the new 
introduction to Book VI. See Syme, 39, for the belief that he wrote consistently at a rate of 3 
books/year. Given this rate, it would take him 47 years to write all 142 books and this 
means that he must have begun around 28 B.C.E. This puts his writing of the Lucretia 
episode, if he wrote books I-V first, very near to the assumption of sole power by Augustus. 
781 Syme, “Livy and Augustus,” 27.  
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episode and used his wife’s laudatio to show his indebtedness to Augustus.782 His 

listing of his wife’s “traditional” and “domestic virtues”783 was likely also an attempt 

to curry favour with Augustus. When viewed through the lens of Cicero’s letters, the 

suggestion could be made that “Turia’s” public actions, though on a fairly large 

scale, were not completely alien for a woman of her time and class resulting in the 

domestic virtues listed as stereotypes and afterthoughts.784 Nor, as we shall see in 

the epitaphs generally, would these domestic virtues match the commemoration of 

average Roman women. For this laudatio inscription, and likely for the majority of 

large-scale and verse inscriptions that are held up as proof of female marital 

ideals,785 the domestic and sexual virtues listed were not in keeping with the more 

commonly held ideals of wifely behaviour.  

The second model that is often mentioned is Aurelia Philematium, wife of 

Aurelius Hermia. This relief, from the first century B.C.E., was divided into two 

panels. The left panel presents the husband as speaking to the passer-by: 

 
[L(ucius) Au]relius L(uci) l(ibertus) / [H]ermia / [la]nius de colle / Viminale 
[h]aec quae me faato / praecessit corpore / casto / [c]oniunxs una meo / 
praedita amans / animo / [f]ido fida viro veixsit / studio parili qum / nulla in 
avaritie / cessit ab officio / [A]urelia L(uci) l(iberta) / [Philematio] //786 

                                       
782 Gowing, “Lepidus,” 296: “The delivery and publication of the Laudatio Turiae with its 
damaging anecdote were simply another form of public humiliation calculated to appeal to 
an audience (which quite possibly included the emperor himself) and readership whose 
opinion of Lepidus had been shaped to conform to that of the victor….the space allotted 
Turia's encounter with Lepidus, if somewhat excessive, is entirely understandable: the 
husband was clearly indebted to Augustus, and he used this occasion to acknowledge that 
debt publicly.” 
783 Hemelrijk, “Masculinity and Femininity in the Laudatio Turiae,” 185, 188, and especially 
193. “These three examples show that praise of traditional virtues was essential to 
upholding the reputation of a woman. ‘Turia’s’ husband was well aware of this. In his 
Laudatio, female virtues abound, implicitly and explicitly. About halfway down the first 
marble slab, possibly at eye level, her domestic virtues are enumerated: chastity, obedience, 
friendliness, affability, industry at woolwork, piety without superstition, modesty in clothing 
and finery, love and devotion to her family and to her mother-in-law (1.30–4).” 
784 Hemelrijk, “Masculinity and Femininity in the Laudatio Turiae,” 197. “Turia’s fides and 
pietas, and her other traditional female virtues, were stressed to justify her public actions. 
The impression is conveyed that her unusual public activities were the result of exceptional 
circumstances and, therefore, did not affect the norm of female domesticity.” But, Hemelrijk 
also points out that her activities were actually not unusual and compares her actions to 
those of Terentia in aid of Cicero. 
785 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 243. 
786 CIL 6.9499 = CIL 1.1221 = CLE 00959 = D 07472 = ILLRP 00793 (Left-Hand Panel). In the 
inscription, she is referred to as both Philematio, the Greek version of her name, and 
Philematium, the Latin version. 
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(On the left)  Lucius Aurelius Hermia, freedman of Lucius, butcher from the 
Viminal Hill. My wife, who died before me, chaste in body, my one and 
only—a loving woman who possessed my heart, she lived as a faithful wife to 
a faithful husband with affection equal to my own, since she never let 
avarice keep her from her duty. Aurelia Philematio, freedwoman of Lucius.787  
 

On the right-hand panel, Aurelius had Aurelia Philematium address the viewer:   

Aurelia L(uci) l(iberta) / Philematio / viva Philematium sum / Aurelia nominitata 
/ casta pudens volgei / nescia feida viro / vir conleibertus fuit / eidem quo 
careo / eheu / ree fuit ee vero plus / superaque parens / septem me naatam / 
annorum gremio / ipse recepit XXXX / annos nata necis potior / ille meo officio 
/ adsiduo florebat ad omnis / [ 788 
 
(On the right) Aurelia Philematio, freedwoman of Lucius. When I was alive I 
was called Aurelia Philematium. I was chaste and modest; I did not know the 
crowd; I was faithful to my husband. He whom, alas, I have lost was my 
fellow freedman and was truly more than a father to me. When I was seven 
years old, he took me to his bosom; now, at 40, I am possessed by violent 
death. He, through my diligent performance of duty, flourished at all 
[times...]. (The rest is lost.).789 

 
This inscription has often been used as a paradigm of marital ideals 

involving chastity, faithfulness, and love. The accepted view of Aurelia 

Philematium—and the view that has been projected onto most, if not all, Roman 

wives—is that she was (and desired to be) chaste, modest, and devoted to her 

husband (faithful).790 These are stock virtues related to sexual fidelity and shed 

                                       
787 Translation by Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life, 181. 
788 CIL 6.9499 = CIL 1.1221 = CLE 00959 = D 07472 = ILLRP 00793 (Right-Hand Panel). 
789 Translation by Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life, 181. 
790 Valerie M. Warrior, Roman Religion, (Cambridge: 2006), 37: “The inscription on the 
funerary relief of a freedman butcher and his wife, Lucius Aurelius Hermia and Aurelia 
Philematium, commemorates conjugal ideals of chastity and affection.” Richard P. Saller, 
“The Family and Society,” 105: “The marital values depicted in the text—Aurelia’s chastity, 
modesty, and ‘fidelity to a faithful husband’—show that the stock Roman virtues of domestic 
life were not imperial innovations nor the preserve of the senatorial elite.” Treggiari, Roman 
Marriage (Oxford, 1991) 232. Treggiari cites the three pages of casta in Jory’s index, 
Lattimore’s list and Kajanto’s fifteen examples of pudica. “Chastity in women, expressed by 
castissima or occasionally pudica, is quite often praised.” Treggiari also argues that the ideal 
of “sexual fidelity” is seen through Aurelia Philematium’s avoidance of the public. Mario 
Erasmo, “Among the Dead in Ancient Rome” Mortality 6.1 (2001): 40: “Aurelia’s wifely 
devotion and chastity are immediately apparent in her reckoning of her virtues and in her 
listing of the major events of her life.” For the affection between the couple see Bruce W. 
Winter, Roman Wives, Roman Widows: The Appearance of New Women and the Pauline 
Communities (Grand Rapids, MI: William E. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003), 18-19. 
The only full treatment found was Michael Koortbojian, “The Freedman’s Voice: The funerary 
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little light on the actual relationship between husband and wife. They also do not 

match the reality of the inscriptions in general any more than the laudatio Turiae 

does. Together, however, these two inscriptions, together with the Claudia epitaph, 

are used as the best evidence for marital ideals and those ideals are presented as: 

chastity, modesty, love, and wool-working. Thus, an examination of these virtues is 

now necessary. 

!

1. Wool-working and Sentimentalizing Ideals 

Wool-working was not specifically a virtue of Aurelia Philematium but it was 

mentioned in the inscriptions for “Turia” and Claudia. This has been discussed 

more fully in Chapter 1 and it is clear that it has generally been accepted as an 

ideal for Roman women: “many tombstones simply evoke the worthy matron’s 

qualities by stating “lanam fecit,” she made wool.”791 The Claudia epitaph, found in 

the Introduction, and the Laudatio “Turiae,” which opened this discussion, are the 

main examples. It is necessary to discuss the degree to which this virtue was 

present in the inscriptions recording Roman wives and intimate partners.  

In the database of 3,794 inscriptions commemorating both husbands and 

wives used for this study, the only wool-worker was a man: T. Cloelius Narcissus 

was a wool-worker who was commemorated by his uxor.792 As the current focus 

was on commemorated wives, this inscription did not appear in the final sample 

but it shows how rare this was. In the completed and randomised sample, no wives 

were commemorated as lanam fecit or with any mention of wool or weaving as an 

ideal. In the Clauss online epigraphy database, a search for “lanam fecit” results in 

                                       
Monument of Aurelius Hermia and Aurelia Philematio,” The Art of Citizens, Soldiers and 
Freemen in the Roman World, eds. Eve D’Ambra and Guy P.R. Métraux (BAR International 
Series 1526, 2006), 1-99. Koortbojian states (91) that this inscription shows “the 
representation of long-codified Roman virtues.” He goes on to state (95) that “both 
inscriptions on our monument testify to Aurelia’s virtues—virtues for which many women 
were celebrated and which were well-known.” Eve D’Ambra (Roman Women, 83) provides a 
typical summation of this epitaph when she writes that: “Chastity, modesty, fidelity, and 
devotion are the virtues that defined the exemplary matron, the ranks of which Philematium 
joined in death as in life.” 
791 Eve D’Ambra, Roman Women (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press: 2007), 59-60. 
792  CIL 6.9492.[T(ito) C]loelio / [Narciss]o lanario / [de vic]o Caesaris / [Marci]a Prisca / [uxo]r 
fecit //. My translation.  
To Titus Cloelius Narcissus a woolworker from the vicus Caesaris, Marcia Prisca his wife 
made this. 
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one inscription.793 This inscription is the famous Claudia inscription that is often 

used as proof for the widespread ideal of wool-working.794 Even a more open search 

for “lanific” results in only nine inscriptions.795 These include the large laudatio to 

“Turia” and the Laudatio Murdiae,796 another large, atypical inscription. The weight 

of evidence is not on the side of lanificium as a typical Roman ideal for wives. 

Whether or not it was an upper-class archaizing ideal (which it does not appear to 

have been as it was also infrequent in Latin literature related to wives), the average 

Roman epitaph purchaser did not care to preserve his wife’s wool-working for 

posterity. 

In addition to a lack of interest in wool-working as a domestic chore, there is 

a distinct lack of interest in any type of work performed by wives. Far fewer wives 

were commemorated with a job than without. A comparison of wives to a general 

sample (provided by Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen) of women in CIL shows that wives 

were commemorated with a job less often than women in general.797 In her work on 

                                       
793 CIL 6.15346 (p 3517, 3913) = CIL 1.1211 (p 970) = CLE 00052 = D 08403 = ILLRP 00973 
= AE 2001, +00011. 
794 Diana E. E. Kleiner and Susan B. Matheson eds., I CLAUDIA II: Women in Roman Art and 
Society (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000), 12-13. Kleiner mentions the Laudatio 
Turiae in addition to the Claudia epitaph. Lynda L. Coon, Sacred Fictions (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 21-22. Coon writes that the literary archetype 
“centred on female devotion to husband, family, household, and woolworking.” She then 
cites this second century B.C.E. pagan inscription before moving directly to St. Jerome, 
writing in the fourth century C.E. as a staunch Christian. It is also a standard piece of 
evidence in Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and Rome. See also Andrea Giardina, 
ed., The Romans trans. Lydia G. Cochrane (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 224. 
Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 243. Matthew Dillon and Lynda Garland, Ancient Rome: From the 
Early Republic to the Assassination of Julius Caesar (London: Routledge, 2005), 357. This list 
is not intended to be exhaustive. It is a sampling of some of the better works on Roman 
woman and is indicative of the pervasiveness of the view. 
795 AE 1908, 00015; CIL 2-05, 00191 = CIL 02, 01699 (p 703, 872) = CLE 01123 = CILA-03-
02, 00513; CIL 05, 06808 = CIL 01, 02161 (p 1085) = CLE 00063 = InscrIt-11-02, 00032; CIL 
06, 10230 (p 3908) = D 08394 = AE 2004, +00197; CIL 06, 11602 (p 3509, 3911) = CIL 06, 
34045 = CLE 00237 = D 08402; CIL 06, 41062 = CIL 06, 01527 (p 3142, 3444, 3805) = CIL 
06, 31670 = CIL 06, 37053 = D 08393 (p 190) = AE 1899, 00095 = AE 1949, +00181 = AE 
1951, 00002 = AE 1951, 00247 = AE 1978, 00014 = AE 1992, 00081 = AE 1993, 00119 = 
AE 1993, 00120 = AE 1992, +00081 = AE 1994, 00106 = AE 1999, 00235; CIL 09, *00259 = 
Allifae 00189; ILAfr 00158 = ILTun 00458 = CLE 01996 = AE 2004, 01810; InscrAqu-01, 
00069 = IEAquil 00057 = AE 2003, +00115 
796 CIL 6.10230 (p 3908) = D 08394 = AE 2004, +00197. For a complete discussion of the 
Laudatio Murdia with particular focus on the laudatio form and the legal implications, see 
Hugh Lindsay, “The Laudatio Murdiae: Its Content and Significance,” Latomus 63 (2004): 88-
97. 
797 See Appendix B, Table 7. I would like to thank Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen for providing 
the comparative numbers from her own database on CIL as a whole for women in general. 
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the family life of the Volusii freedmen and slaves, Treggiari has also found that few 

women identified as contubernales were also identified with a job. She concludes 

that: “Since the ratios of women whose job is known to men whose job is known are 

lower than overall ratios for women, we may conjecture that the usual job of a slave 

woman was ‘marriage’ (contubernium) and childbearing.”798 In contrast to this, 

Treggiari elsewhere argues for slave women having jobs and families and scholars 

have commented on the representation of working women in funerary epitaphs: 

“Roman epitaphs depict women as active workers.”799 

The lack of interest in the working lives of married women is due to the 

nature of the marital relationship rather than to any other factor. Women who 

worked were relatively common in Rome as Treggiari, Joshel, and Kampen have 

already shown.800 More than seventeen of the married women in the present study 

(0.8%) ought to have had jobs. But, when one considers that the role being 

presented was that of a wife and that other relationships, even children, are rarely 

mentioned, one sees that prominence was being given to a single role: they were 

being commemorated for being wives and not for their skills as workers. Whether or 

not these women worked was not part of the marital role presented on epitaphs. It 

had no place on a marriage epitaph and so it did not appear. Their primary job, 

whether slave or free, was not marriage and childbearing but their occupations 

                                       
798 Treggiari, “Family Life,” 395. 
799 Treggiari, “Jobs for Women,” The American Journal of Ancient History 1 (1976): 76-104. 
93. Sandra R. Joshel, Work, Identity, and Legal Status at Rome: A Study of the Occupational 
Inscriptions (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992), 141. See also Natalie 
Kampen, Image and Status: Roman Working Women in Ostia (Berlin: Gebr. Mann Verlag, 
1981). 
800 Susan Treggiari, “Jobs for Women” The American Journal of Ancient History 1 (1976): 76-
104. This article concentrates mostly on jobs for slave women in large households but 
Treggiari has also pointed out that free women are found working and the Digest states that 
women, whether free or not, who manage shops or businesses are liable for actions.  Dig. 
14.3.7: Parui autem refert, quis sit institor, masculus an femina, liber an seruus proprius uel 
alienus. item quisquis praeposuit: nam et si mulier praeposuit, competet institoria exemplo 
exercitoriae actionis et si mulier sit praeposita, tenebitur etiam ipsa. = “It is immaterial whether 
the manager is male or female, free or slave, or, if a slave, one’s own or someone else’s. 
Likewise it is immaterial who makes the appointment. If the appointment is made by a 
woman, she will be liable to an action for the manager’s conduct, just as she would be to an 
action for the conduct of a ship’s manager, and if a woman is appointed manager, she will 
be held liable.” Watson’s translation. Metzger has no corrections listed for this passage. 
Joshel, Work, Status. Kampen, Image and Status. Treggiari, “Lower Class Women in the 
Roman Economy” Florilegium 1 (1979) 
http://www.uwo.ca/english/florilegium/vol1/treggiari.html 
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both within and outside the home were beyond the interests of the epitaph-

purchasing husbands. As a result of the low numbers of wives commemorated also 

as working women it is impossible to conjecture about occupations and Joshel is 

quite correct to see male-female occupational inscriptions as obscuring a marital 

relationship behind the dominance of the occupation.801 The reverse is also true: 

the small number of occupations attested shows that these women were being 

commemorated in one role only—that of wives—in the same way that occupational 

inscriptions ignored familial relationships. 

 From wool-working, let us now turn to the sexually and morally charged 

epithets such as amantissima, pudicissima, fidelissima, and castissima, many of 

which were applied to Aurelia Philematium and “Turia.” Were Roman husbands 

really concerned with presenting their wives as chaste, faithful, modest, and loving? 

The answer is yes but with two sharp stipulations: status and chronological period. 

These epithets were upper-class and chronologically late; not all Romans at all 

times were concerned with these ideals. 

In actuality, the ideals presented for Aurelia Philematium, that she was 

faithful, loving, and chaste, found in epithets (with variations) such as fidelissima, 

amans (or amantissima), and castissima (or pudicissima or univira), are rare on the 

whole. However, they are not entirely absent and are related to several determining 

factors. Overall, these epithets were found only infrequently and together account 

for only 5% of epithets used for women in this study (amantissima = 0.8%, 

fidelissima = 1.1%, castissima = 2.2%, pudicissima = 0.6%, and univira = 0.3%). The 

addition of dulcissima (4.6%) raises this to nearly 10%. Dulcissima has been 

included as it has sentimentalizing, loving, and infantilising connotations and is 

often associated with children802—it is odd, therefore, to see it used for wives.803 

However, when determining factors, such as the date of the inscription and status 

of the wife, are brought into the study, a different pattern emerges. First, these 

epithets are upper-class ideals. Second, they were chronologically localised in the 

                                       
801 Joshel, Work, 142. 
802 For a detailed discussion of Dulcis, See Sigismund-Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets in 
Roman Epitaphs” and “The Value of Epithets in Pagan and Christian Epitaphs from Rome.” 
803 See Appendix B, Table 3 and Graph 3 for overall breakdown of epithets. See Table 10 for 
Epithet Usage broken down by term. See Graphs 11, 14, 21, 22, and 23 for the breakdown 
of each of these five epithets by term. 
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second to third centuries. The comparison, in what follows, will be between first 

century and third century epitaphs as this shows the full chronological shift.804 

We will begin with the relationship between these epithets and status. Very 

few epithets show status affecting their usage in a statistically significant way but 

pudicissima and castissima do have this relationship.805 As the simplified table, 

below, shows, the usage rate changed from the statistically expected rate when the 

status of the wife was added as a factor. 

 

Table A: Status and Epithets 

N.B. In all tables, findings that are higher than the statistically expected rate 
are shown in bold, italic font; findings that are lower than statistically 
expected are shown in normal font on a grey shaded background. This 
system is intended to draw the eye quickly to the items that are of 
importance. 

 

 Free Freeborn Freed Slave 
Single 
Name 

Statistically 
Expected Usage 

Rate 
66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 

Castissima: 
Usage Rate (%) 

68.1 12.8 2.1 0 6.4 

Pudicissima: 
Usage Rate (%) 

58.3 33.3 0 0 0 

 

As Table A, above, shows, there were more (three times more) freeborn women 

commemorated as castissima than statistically expected (12.8% v. exp. 4.4%). In 

contrast, there were about half as many freed and single name (who may be slave 

or lower-class) women commemorated as castissima as expected (S.N.: 6.4% v. exp. 

15.5%; Freed: 2.1% v. exp. 7.3%). While epitaphs are mainly evidence for the lower 

classes, it becomes clear that when status is brought in, sexually charged epithets 

were associated with the upper-class epitaph purchasers, those who wished their 

freeborn status to be known. Even then, it was used only rarely as Table C, below, 

shows. However, when status is added as a factor, it does not appear that those 

                                       
804 For the full breakdown of all time periods and nomina, see Appendix B. 
805 See Appendix B, Table 32 for a full breakdown of epithets for which status was a factor. 
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with an immediate servile origin, such as freed or slave couples, were concerned 

with the portrayal of the wife as chaste. Pudicissima shows a similar pattern. 

Freeborn women were called pudicissima eight times more frequently than expected 

(33.3% v. exp. 4.4%). There were no women commemorated with only a single name 

who were also given the epithet pudicissima. One would expect pudicissima to be 

used for women with only a single name at a rate of 15%. The usage rate was zero. 

Again, the difference was based on status.  

 

Table B: Simplified Breakdown of the Chronological Shift in Epithet Usage 

 

1st Century Epithets 3rd Century and Christian 
Epithets 

Age 
Bene Merens 
Carissima 
Optima 

Age 
Bene Merens 
Dulcissima 
Fidelissima 
LOM 
Rarissima 
Sanctissima 
Sine 
Incomparabilis 
Castissima 
Pudicissima 
Univira 

 

The second, and likely more important factor, in the usage of these 

sentimentalizing or moralizing epithets was time period. The ideal of being a 

loving/beloved wife who was faithful and chaste appears to have entered the 

epigraphic material rather late, making the Laudatio “Turiae” and the Aurelia 

Philematium inscription even more unusual as they are temporally out of place. 

Amantissima was a late-occurring epithet, temporally speaking, with a spike in 

usage in the second century C.E. This is similar to the pattern found for 

faithfulness as fidelissima also had a higher than expected usage in the second and 

third centuries. Sexually charged epithets describing the chastity or morality of the 

wife, such as pudicissima, also appear later in the material. Pudicissima was used 

at three times the expected rate in the third century and Christian epitaphs but 

was significantly underused in the first and second centuries. The same pattern is 
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found for univira with a usage rate of 57% rather than the expected 7% in the third 

century. The same pattern holds for dulcissima. Thus, there was a significant 

chronological component to these epithets that went beyond term usage. These 

epithets were common in later time periods and uncommon in earlier time periods 

thus indicating a chronological shift in the portrayal of wives. 

As Table B, above, shows, the number and moralising tone of epithets 

increased from the first to the third centuries. However, it must also be 

acknowledged that in the entire database, there were only 18 amantissimae women, 

24 who were fidelissima, 47 who were castissima, 12 who were pudicissima and 7 

who were univira.806 As Table C, below, shows, the usage rates for these were near 

zero. Dulcissima was the most used with 98 instances. Even with the addition of 

dulcissima, these numbers are impossibly small for these to have been actual 

ideals. These simply were not ideals that were important enough to be placed on a 

dead wife’s tombstone for the majority of Romans and, when they did appear, it was 

later in the imperial period indicating that the usage of these was not static. 

 

Table C: Epithet Distribution for All Terms 

Epithet Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Age 530 25.0 
Amantissima 18 0.8 
Bene Merens 730 34.4 
Carissima 376 17.7 
Dulcissima 98 4.6 
Fidelissima 24 1.1 
Pientissima 103 4.9 
Optima 124 5.8 
Length of Marriage 163 7.7 
Rarissima 36 1.7 
Sanctissima 163 7.7 
Sine 46 2.2 
Incomparabilis 93 4.4 
Castissima 47 2.2 
Pudicissima 12 0.6 
Univira 7 0.3 

 

                                       
806 See Appendix B, Table 4 and Graph 4. 
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Thus, although these epithets were overall quite rare, there was a temporal 

shift in their usage between the first and third centuries. Amantissima was over-

represented in temporally late inscriptions.807 Fidelissima was also over-represented 

here and was also under-represented in first century epitaphs.808 Castissima was 

under-represented in the first century but was over-represented in epitaphs from 

the second century, third century, and from the Christian corpus.809 Pudicissima 

was under-represented in the first century but over-represented in the third 

century inscriptions.810 This was the same pattern that both univira and dulcissima 

showed as well.811 The usage of sentimentalizing and sexual ideals clearly cannot 

have been a Christian innovation as some epithets became more commonly used 

before Christianity was widespread (c. 250-300).812 But, there are similarities 

between Christian and later pagan inscriptions. There was also a concentration on 

sentimentalizing epithets and epithets related to sexual morals in the third century. 

These were not, therefore, ideals associated with the Republic or the early-Empire. 

This explains why these ideals did not appear in the letters of Cicero dealing with 

                                       
807 See Appendix B, Graph 26. 
808 See Appendix B, Graph 29. 
809 See Appendix B, Graph 37. 
810 See Appendix B, Graph 38. 
811 See Appendix B, Graph 39 and 28, respectively. 
812 This is not an uncontested issue. The current work follows the view that Christianity was 
not widespread in the empire before the early 3rd century at the earliest. Especially 
significant is: C. R. Galvao-Sobrinho, “Funerary Epigraphy and the Spread of Christianity in 
the West,” Athenaeum 83 (1995): 431-462 and Figures 1-7. Galvao-Sobrinho, 431-2. There 
are two camps on the spread of Christianity and this article details both succinctly. The first 
argues for a small percentage of Christians in the empire with, for example, an irregular and 
patchy 5% of urbanites being Christianized by the mid-third century.  On the opposite side, 
others argue that Christians were dominant as, at least, an “influential minority” in the east 
by the 3rd century. Galvao-Sobrinho seeks to examine the evidence of epigraphy for the 
spread of Christianity. He finds that there is a geographical and temporal spread. North 
Africa is more widely Christianized earlier (by the 250s). Spain does not show widespread 
Christianization in the fourth century. In Rome, itself, with which the current study is 
concerned, the rise in Christianity occurred earlier but still “late” in the 350s. As Galvao-
Sobrinho notes (462), before Constantine, the greater part of the empire was pagan. For the 
current study, the implication, therefore, is that any change that occurred in the mid-to-late 
2nd century (under the Adopted or Aurelian nomina) must be separate from a widespread 
Christian conversion. The bulk of Christian epitaphs in Shaw’s sample of 98 datable 
Christian inscriptions were dated from 360-410 C.E. Only 1 inscription was datable to ante 
260 C.E. and only a total of 3 were ante 310 C.E. Thus, the widespread Christianity leading 
to identifiable inscriptions only occurred in the late 3rd and early 4th centuries. See Brent D. 
Shaw, “Seasons of Death: Aspects of Mortality in Ancient Rome.” JRS 86 (1996): 100-138, 
especially 105-107 and Figures 1 and 2. See also Shaw, “Measuring Roman Marriage,” 201, 
n. 13. 
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real women. They developed during the very late first and into the second centuries 

in order to become prevalent in the late second and early third centuries. Further 

dating of inscriptions is needed as many are of uncertain date but, by turning to 

the category of “Imperial Nomina,” we can further divide inscriptions into smaller 

chronological periods which allows greater understanding of the nuances of epithet 

usage and the pinpointing of specific epithets to specific imperial periods. What the 

large century dates have shown are trends in epithet usage with a different 

portrayal existing in the later imperial period. Imperial nomina, which allow for a 

more specific dating, may further isolate the chronological shift in epithet usage. 

 

Table D: Epithet Comparison between Julio-Claudian and Aurelian Nomina813 

Epithet Values Julio-Claudian Aurelian 

Act.% 21.4 10.2 Dulcissima 
p=0.015 Exp.% 23.8 5.3 

Act.% 29 2.4 Optima 
p=0.006 Exp.% 23.7 5.3 

Act.% 20.9 11 LOM 
p=0.001 Exp.% 23.7 5.3 

Act.% 14.7 6.1 Sanctissima 
p=0.000 Exp.% 23.7 5.3 

Act.% 16.1 19.4 Incompar. 
p=0.000 Exp.% 23.8 5.3 

Act.% 10.6 19.1 Castissima 
p=0.000 Exp.% 23.8 5.3 

Act.% 14.3 42.9 Univira 
p=0.001 Exp.% 24.3 5.7 

Act.% 18.9 9.8 Expression 
p=0.003 Exp.% 23.7 5.2 

 

                                       
813 For the breakdown of Epithets by Century, See Appendix B, Table 12 and Graphs 25-39. 
For the breakdown of Epithets by Nomina, See Appendix B, Table 13 and Graphs 40-52. 
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Three epithets (amantissima, fidelissima, and pudicissima) cease to have a 

statistical significance when divided by nomina and have not been included in the 

simplified table, above (the exact breakdown can be found in the full chart in 

Appendix B).814 While these epithets did have chronological variation as part of the 

larger, century-based groups (with all three being late), the shift in usage to these 

epithets becoming common cannot be pinpointed to a specific imperial period. This 

is likely due to the small sample size when sub-divided and highlights the rarity of 

these epithets. They were, generally, used later in the imperial period (second or 

third centuries) but, even then, were used only infrequently.815  

Only those epithets with a statistical significance will be discussed here. Let 

us begin with dulcissima.816 Whereas, by century, there was a greater use of 

dulcissima in the second century, when sub-divided by nomina, this pattern can be 

narrowed. Dulcissima was under-represented, even if only slightly, through the 

Julio-Claudian (21.4% v. exp. 23.8%), Flavian (5.1% v. exp. 6.1%), and Adopted 

Emperors (7.1% v. exp. 10.6%). It was with the nomen Aurelius, dated primarily to 

the late second century, that dulcissima took a sharp rise in usage and appeared 

twice as often as expected (10.2% v. exp. 5.3%). This trend continued through the 

later emperors (8.2% v. exp. 3.2%) but the first rise in the usage of dulcissima can 

now be located in the Aurelian period making the application of this epithet to 

deceased wives unique to the very late imperial period. This was not an epithet that 

Cicero would have normally applied to his wife nor was it one that the epitaph 

purchasers in the early imperial period would have chosen for their wives.  

 Similarly, castissima was severely under-used in the Julio-Claudian period of 

the mid-first century C.E. (10.6% v. exp. 23.8%).817 This matches the first century 

division and is not unexpected. The Flavians are similar to the Julio-Claudians in 

this respect (2.1% v. exp. 6.2%). The usage rose under the Adopted Emperors 

(21.3% v. exp. 10.6%). Under the Aurelians, however, it was used almost four times 

more often than statistically expected (19.1% v. exp. 5.3%). This invites a 

comparison to pudicissima as both epithets are morally/sexually charged and can 

                                       
814 See Appendix B, Table 13. 
815 A larger study of either epithets or nomina would likely provide even more nuancing of the 
pattern seen here. 
816 See Appendix B, Graph 44. 
817 See Appendix B, Graph 50. 
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be seen as associated with one another. Although there is no statistical significance 

to the usage of pudicissima in the epitaphs when divided by nomina, Faustina the 

Elder (d. c. 140), wife of Antoninius Pius, was presented on coins associated with 

the goddess Pudicitia, with connotations of marital chastity.818 As Carlos F. Noreña 

notes: “After its initial appearance on the coinage of Hadrian - on coins bearing an 

obverse portrait of the emperor - the Pudicitia type appears only on coins with 

obverse portraits of prominent female members of the imperial house.”819 Thus, 

sexual virtues found under the English heading of “chastity” seem to have been, in 

more than one area, connected with imperial women in general and later imperial 

nomina specifically (in the second and third centuries).  

Univira was also unusual in the Julio-Claudian period (14.3% v. exp. 24.3%) 

and then rose precipitously under the Aurelian nomina (42.9% v. exp. 5.7%) and 

those of the Later Emperors (14.3% v. exp. 2.9%). Although there are only 16 total 

univirae in the entire Clauss Database and, as Sigismund-Nielsen has noted,820 

alternate forms only raise this total to about 35), the rise in usage in the Aurelian 

period is similar to the other sexual and sentimentalizing epithets.821 These epithets 

were unusual for epitaph purchasers in general and only became more common, 

and only slightly so, in later periods when there was a general shift toward 

representing marriage in a more sentimental manner. This shift is also reflected in 

the letters of Pliny as he refers to women by these morally and emotionally charged 

epithets more frequently than did Cicero. Accordingly, the temporal shift seen in 

the epitaphs (with sentimentalizing or moralising epithets becoming more and more 

                                       
818 Hans-Friedrich Mueller, Roman Religion in Valerius Maximus (London: Routledge, 2002), 
25. Mueller sees Valerius Maximus’ concern with “the chastity of the imperial family” as 
anticipating “later developments.” He writes that “Pudicitia does not seem to appear on 
Republican coinage (although Juno, Juno Regina, and Juno Sospita certainly do), nor do we 
find Juno or Pudicitia on early Imperial coinage. We do find Juno again, however, on the 
coins of Hadrian’s wife Sabina. During the reign of Antoninus Pius we also find that the 
coins of Faustina I, in addition to numerous reverses with legends dedicated to Juno, 
portray Pudicitia herself with the legend AETERNITAS (Eternity). The coins of Faustina II, 
moreover, not only offer reverse legends dedicated to Juno, but also display the legend 
PUDICITIA.” He goes on to state that pudicitia becomes a regular epithet given to women of 
the imperial family. 
819 Carlos F. Noreña, “The Communication of the Emperor’s Virtues,” JRS 91 (2001): 146-
168, esp. 159. 
820 Sigismund-Nielsen, “Who Invented the Univira?” 
821 See Appendix B, Graph 51. It is important to note that there is only 1 univira wife in the 
Julio-Claudian material and 3 in the Aurelian material, highlighting again the rare nature of 
this epithet. 
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common as the second century moved into the third century) is seen in the literary 

evidence as well. Cicero, as a republican author, did not use these terms in his 

presentation of married women of his personal acquaintance. Pliny, living and 

writing under Trajan (c. 100 C.E.), did use these terms. The epitaphs that are 

contemporaneous with Pliny or that appear after Pliny (who died in 113 C.E.) show 

a marked trend toward using these same epithets. The epitaphs in the early 

imperial period, in the generation following Cicero, did not use these epithets to the 

same degree. Thus, a temporal shift is apparent in both the literary and the 

epigraphic material. The political context suggests that the very shift from Republic 

to Empire may have influenced this change as both men and women were shut out 

of political activity and turned inwards, thus focusing on more sentimental and 

emotional aspects of marriage. 

   

   II. The Epigraphic Reality of Portraying Roman Wives 

Before turning to the epithets applied to the majority of wives in the 

epitaphs, it is necessary to discuss other factors determining the portrayal of the 

wife. The first item of interest, when examining Roman wives, was the Latin term of 

relationship. These three terms, uxor, coniunx, and marita, denoted a legally married 

wife, though in practice they were not used solely for legally married women. They 

also were not equally used, as Table E, below, shows.   

 
Table E: Distribution of Terms of Relationship 822 

Term of Relationship Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Concubina 98 4.6 
Coniunx 1,292 60.9 
Contubernalis 176 8.3 
Marita 14 0.7 
Uxor 382 18.0 

 

The most common term applied to a deceased wife was coniunx. This was followed, 

in the distance, by uxor and contubernalis. Marita was very rare and was used less 

frequently even than concubina, which was not marital but did indicate an intimate 

                                       
822 For the full graph and table, see Appendix B, Table 1 and Graph 1. For the other terms, 
not considered here, please see the full table (Table 1) in Appendix B. 
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relationship (see Chapter 5). If one was a married Roman woman, one was likely to 

be termed a coniunx in the epitaphs. This already indicates a major shift in usage 

pattern from the upper-class literary sources, in which uxor appeared much more 

commonly for specific wives while coniunx was more frequently used as a generic 

term. This was not, however, always the case, which leads to the question: Why was 

the term coniunx appropriate most of the time but not always? What did it indicate 

to be called a coniunx that meant some men refused to use it for their dead wives 

and chose, instead, an alternate term? Questions such as these, and the answers 

to them, will highlight the subtle differences in the meanings of these terms. We will 

see that certain epithets, certain status groups, and burial location were all 

connected to the choice of term with uxores being higher status, more likely to be 

buried in a household tomb, with links to public display, and more frequently 

called optima. Coniuges were more likely to be free, buried in columbaria, and 

termed bene merens, carissima, or have an age at death or length of marriage 

applied to them than uxores. This indicates that the term chosen was an important 

factor in determining the portrayal of the deceased wife. 

Status was also a major component in the equation of what it meant to be a 

Roman wife. Status indicators could be explicit (freedman of) or implicit (tria nomina 

indicated free citizen status whatever the origin). The vast majority of women in the 

current sample were free. Very few were explicitly freeborn, freed, or slave.823  

 

Table F: Status of Female Partners 

Status Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Free 1,385 65.3 
Freeborn 92 4.3 
Freed 152 7.2 
Imperial Freed 23 1.1 
Freed by Male Partner 27 1.3 
Freed by a Woman 32 1.5 
Slave 19 0.9 
Imperial Slave 13 0.6 
Not Given/Uncertain 52 2.4 
Single Name 325 15.3 
Total 2120 100.0 

                                       
823 For the full table and graph, see Appendix B, Table 2 and Graph 2. 
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But, status did affect the portrayal of the wife and was related to term choice, to 

tomb style, and to epithet choice. Thus, when looking at “women commemorated by 

men, intimately” as a whole group, one pattern of status emerges with the majority 

being of indeterminate free status. When these women are separated into groups 

based on their specific Latin term of relationship, very different patterns emerge. 

These are essential issues because they affect the understanding, and challenge 

long-held assumptions, of what the ideal Roman “wife” was and how she was 

portrayed. It proves definitively that term usage and epithet usage were status 

related and were not fixed across all time periods. 

The last major item that affects the identity of a Roman wife was her 

tombstone type. As Sigismund-Nielsen has shown, location mattered to the 

Romans. To summarise briefly, the two types referred to here, following the 

categorisation of Sigismund-Nielsen, include the large-scale household tomb and 

the inexpensive but respectable columbarium burial.824 Both were respectable but 

differences have appeared in how each type of burial was used and by whom. 

Although more work needs to be done on determining tombstone type from textual 

epigraphic markers, it soon becomes clear that differences existed. Coniuges were 

more likely to be buried in a columbarium (13.2% v. exp. 10.3%). They can be found 

in household tombs, but not in a statistically remarkable way. Uxores, however, 

were more likely to be buried in a household tomb (28.8% v. exp. 21%) and much 

less likely to be buried in a columbarium (3.9% v. exp. 10.3%). Maritae seem to be 

quite similar in this respect to uxores.825 Keeping in mind the small size of the 

sample, maritae were still more likely to be found in household tombs than one 

would expect and less likely to be found in columbaria. Uxores were even more 

under-represented in columbaria burials. This seems indicative of an economic 

disparity; household tombs were more expensive and were a form of large public 

display. Columbaria burials, while respectable and decent, were relatively 

inexpensive.826 When added to the fact that uxores were more likely to be freeborn 

than coniuges, this could be the early sign that a status-to-term relationship 

existed in the usage of these terms.  

                                       
824 For a detailed discussion of this see Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 23-48. For the 
use of these two types in this work, see Appendix A. 
825 See Appendix B, Table 8 and Graphs 6-8. 
826 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 16. Toynbee, Death and Burial, 113-116. 
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Table G: Burial Type by Term of Relation 

Tomb Type Count Coniunx Marita Uxor 

Act.% 20.8 28.6 28.8 Household 
Tomb Exp.% 21 21 21 

Act.% 13.2 7.1 3.9 
Columbarium 

Exp.% 10.3 10.3 10.3 
 

A second possible reason is time period: as maritae show a slight upward trend in 

usage in the Aurelian period, coupled with a slight downward trend in the use of 

uxor, and columbaria fell out of use by the time of Antoninus Pius, this could be a 

sign of the chronological period for these inscriptions.827 It is possible that marita 

was replacing uxor as the popular upper-class term for “wife.” It is unfortunate that 

the small number of maritae inscriptions (only fourteen in total) does not allow this 

to be fully explored.828  

The terms uxor and, to a lesser extent, marita, were, therefore, considered 

more appropriate for a large-scale public display. If one could afford to build a 

household tomb, one was more likely to call one’s wife an uxor. It was the right 

thing to do and what the passer-by would expect to see. Coniunx appears already to 

be a term for the masses and the poorer Romans while uxor was indicative of a 

certain level of status or economic achievement. To add to this, as will be seen in 

Chapter 4 on contubernales, this term was also much less likely to be used on a 

household tomb adding to the picture of household tombs being utilized more 

frequently by upper-class Romans (who could afford them) and who then used the 

term uxor. If one were wealthy enough to build a household tomb, one wanted one’s 

wife remembered as an uxor. This implies that there were underlying ideals 

associated with this term.829 This status difference may be a slight reflection of the 

upper-class authors, particularly Pliny, who used the term uxor much more 

                                       
827 Toynbee, Death and Burial,114-115 and 132-143. 
828 The answer may lie in the epitaphs recording a maritus. There are far more of these than 
of maritae and though it seems to have been more generally used than marita, it may provide 
additional information to complete the picture. Following this project, a study of male 
marital inscriptions will be undertaken. 
829 For more on modern connotations of “wife,” which are not the same in all places and 
which have changed, even in Canada, in the last 50-100 years, see Anne Kingston, The 
Meaning of Wife (Toronto: HarperPerennialCanada, 2004).  
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commonly than coniunx. Uxor was the term of choice of upper-class authors and for 

freeborn purchasers of larger-scale monuments. 

The status of these women supports this hypothesis. Spouses of uxores were 

also much more likely than spouses of coniuges to refer to their wives as being 

explicitly freeborn (uxores: 10.7% v. exp. 4.3%; coniuges: 3.2% v. exp. 4.3%). More 

than twice as many uxores as statistically expected were explicitly freeborn. A 

similar pattern is seen for maritae whereas coniuges were less likely than 

statistically expected to be freeborn.830 Thus, an uxor or a marita tended to be a 

freeborn woman who came from a financially well-off household, which could afford 

a larger tomb. A coniunx could also be freeborn but was more likely to simply be 

identified as free through the use of a nomen (71.6% v. exp. 65.3%). Thus, it 

appears that the explicit statement of the status of a coniunx was less important to 

her husband than it was to the husband of an uxor or a marita. Even without 

knowing why this was the case, this is intriguing and adds to the portrayal of wives 

in Roman epitaphs. Husbands had distinct concerns when they chose specific 

terms of relationship.  

This difference suggests that for the majority of Romans, who categorised 

their deceased wives as coniuges, explicit status was not usually important to the 

marital relationship as preserved on epitaphs. Yet, it was to spouses 

commemorating uxores. Similarly, explicitly freed wives were under-represented for 

coniuges (3.3% v. exp. 7.2%) whereas they were slightly over-represented for uxores 

(9.4% v. exp. 7.2%). Indistinct statuses such as free with no origin or single name 

were not commonly used for uxores. Similarly, servile statuses are almost 

completely absent. This indicates that aspects of pride and social display seem to 

have been part of the identity of the uxor. The uxor was more commonly found on a 

household tomb. These tombs were above ground for all to see and so the husband 

wished to impress upon his audience that his wife, an uxor, was freeborn or was 

freed. There is, often, a more formal tone to the use of uxor and this could account 

for its use on the more formal titulus inscription. In the end, all are factors in the 

main reason, which was social climbing. Most members of the lower classes appear 

                                       
830 See Appendix B, Table 16 and Graphs 80, 81, and 83. 
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not to have aspired to the ideals or forms of freeborn upper-class Romans.831 They 

were content with, or were bound by circumstances to, small burials; their wives 

were coniuges. The husbands of uxores were upper-lower-class Romans, what 

might be termed middle-class or upper-middle class. They were not aristocrats but 

they had the wealth to present themselves in a manner that would mimic upper-

class values. These men presented their wives as freeborn uxores on household 

tombs to show that they were just like the upper-class Romans or as distinctly 

freed to show that their status had changed. Their social aspirations affected their 

choice of tomb, term, status indications, and, ultimately, epithets. Thus, in order to 

explore fully the fine distinctions in portraying a wife, for which term, place of 

burial, and status have already proven important, it is now time to turn to the 

epithets that characterised the woman and her relationship to her husband. 

 

1. Epithets 

The epithets usually associated with Roman wives, those connected to 

domestic or sexual ideals, have turned out to be rare, upper-class, and temporally 

located in the later imperial period. Most Roman women in the current sample 

(74%) were commemorated with an epithet. This is far greater than for the general 

population of CIL 6 where only 49% of commemorated had an epithet applied to 

them.832 This means that women commemorated by men in an intimate 

relationship were far more likely than the general population to be characterised by 

epithets. As demonstrated above, however, the common epithets were not related to 

sexual morality but rather, as we will see below, to marital harmony and friendship.  

What, then, was the ideal portrayal of a wife for the majority of Romans? Age 

indicators, bene merens, and carissima were the three most common epithets and 

accounted for more than three quarters of the epithets used. As discussed above, 

epithets denoting love, fidelity, chastity, or other sexual mores accounted for only 

5% of epithets, as Table C, repeated below, shows.833 This likely indicates that it 

                                       
831 Contra, see Lily Ross Taylor, “Freedmen and Freeborn,” 129-132 for the view that 
freedmen left their status off their tombstones so as to appear as freeborn Romans while 
freeborn lower-class Romans simply disappeared. 
832 Sigismund-Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets in Roman Epitaphs” in The Roman Family in 
Italy, 175. See Appendix B, Table 3 and Graph 3. 
833 See Appendix B, Table 4 and Graph 4. 
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was not thought necessary to preserve these characteristics for posterity and, as we 

have already seen, the use of these epithets grew in the later imperial period and 

was chronologically determined. If a man called his wife chaste on her epitaph, then 

her epitaph was more likely created in the later second or third centuries C.E. 

rather than in the first century.  

 

Table C (repeated): Epithet Distribution for All Terms 

Epithet Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Age 530 25.0 

Amantissima 18 0.8 
Bene Merens 730 34.4 

Carissima 376 17.7 

Dulcissima 98 4.6 
Fidelissima 24 1.1 
Pientissima 103 4.9 
Optima 124 5.8 
Length of Marriage 163 7.7 
Rarissima 36 1.7 
Sanctissima 163 7.7 
Sine 46 2.2 
Incomparabilis 93 4.4 
Castissima 47 2.2 
Pudicissima 12 0.6 
Univira 7 0.3 

 

Consequently, other epithets will turn out to be more informative for the 

portrayal of wives in the epitaphs; again, the relationships among epithet choice 

and factors such as term, status, and time period become very apparent. In what 

follows, epithets have been grouped according to the ideals with which they are 

associated. As discussed in Chapter 1 and, to a greater extent, in Appendix A, this 

study follows Sigismund-Nielsen and Harrod in categorising and defining all 

epithets.834 We will begin with those epithets that connote feelings of friendship or 

partnership: bene merens and carissima.835 These also have chronological 

considerations as bene merens is utilised throughout the periods under discussion, 

                                       
834 See Harrod, Latin Terms of Endearment; Sigismund-Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets.” 
835 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 12 and 13. 
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indicating, perhaps, a degree of neutrality in this epithet, but carissima was used 

less in the third century.  

Bene merens, which also denotes obligation or gratitude,836 was the most 

common epithet of all: 34% of wives were commemorated as bene merens; coniuges 

were significantly higher (43.6%) than this and uxores considerably lower (19.1%) 

as Graph A, below, indicates.837 This suggests not that uxores were less likely to be 

well-deserving wives but that connotations of obligation and gratitude were less 

likely to be placed on uxores. Its usage may, however, have been connected to 

status. Bene merens was less likely to be applied to a freeborn woman (2.3% v. exp. 

4.4%) and, as we have seen, uxores were more likely to be freeborn.838 Coniuges 

were more likely to be free which may be a status group that was “hiding” former 

slaves. The indistinct “free” status group has a higher usage of bene merens (70.1% 

v. exp. 66.1%). The ambiguous “Single Name” status may also have hidden slaves 

and, for this group too, there was an above average usage of bene merens (19.1% v. 

exp. 15.5%). This suggests that status was an important factor in the application of 

bene merens. 

The other part of bene merens is that it can also characterize a relationship 

in which the person commemorated as bene merens had done something deserving 

of gratia.839 Roman marriages required a contract.840 As Sigismund-Nielsen writes:  

All types of marriage, including arrangements not legally sanctioned, would 
probably have required some contract or agreement between the partners. 
This holds true also in modern western society where romantic love is 
usually seen as the natural precondition for marrying and even more for 
Roman society where we must imagine most marriages in all status groups 
to have been arranged marriages. That would have made it natural for the 
dedicating spouse to designate the commemorated as well-deserving, that is 
as having done what he or she was expected to do and done it well and thus 
deserving gratitude from his or her relatives. 841 
 

Why would an uxor be less worthy of this praise? It is unlikely that she was but, 

considering the connection between bene merens and the two indistinct status 

                                       
836 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 92. 
837 For ease, I have placed simplified line graphs in the body of the text. The full charts and 
graphs have been placed in Appendix B. 
838 See Appendix B, Table 26. 
839 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 92-93. 
840 Antti Arjava, Women and Law in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 34ff. 
841 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 94. 
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groups that are under-represented in the uxores material, perhaps we should not 

be surprised by the lack of uxores who were commemorated as well-deserving. The 

impact of status on the usage of this epithet is interesting. It does not seem 

explainable at this point, but it is worth noticing that a spouse who clearly defined 

his wife’s status was less likely to term her bene merens. 

 
Graph A: Epithet Usage Comparing the Statistically Expected Usage Rate to the Usage 

Rates For Coniuges, Uxores, and Maritae 
 

 

 

The second epithet denoting friendship is carissima. This is the third most 

common epithet for wives after bene merens and age with 18% of wives being 

commemorated as carissima. As Graph A, above, has shown, uxores were slightly 

below this level (16.5%), maritae were significantly below this level (7.1%; but were 

temporally later and only rarely used so this is unsurprising), and coniuges were 

only slightly above this level (19%). Carissima was an epithet associated with 

friendship and friendship was, therefore, associated with wives, as both commonly 

used legal terms hover around the expected usage rate, and, as we will see in 

Chapter 4, with contubernales (22.2%). Again, we see that the public ideals for 

coniuges varied, if only slightly in the case of carissima, from those of uxores. 
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Carissima, unlike bene merens, was not related to status. It has no statistically 

relevant differences when related to the status of the wife nor does it when 

connected with broad century dates. The only statistically relevant shift that 

carissima undergoes is in “Imperial Nomina.” When divided by nomina, we find that 

carissima was underused under the Adopted Emperors (early 2nd century C.E.) with 

a rate of 5.9% versus the expected 10.6%. What this indicates is that as more 

sentimentalising epithets were gaining ground, carissima was left behind briefly but 

that, overall, carissima was an epithet intrinsically associated with the marital 

identity of wives. In many ways, though it is emotive of friendship, it and bene 

merens are fairly neutral as spousal epithets. 

When examined closely, it becomes clear that the ideal most associated with 

uxores was optima and, to a lesser extent, sanctissima.842 Optima was a highly 

formal and almost neutral term that indicated one was most worthy or excellent (as 

Cicero used it) but it could also mean that one had high morals.843 It is possible 

that it was with either of these meanings that the uxores were defined. Optima was 

not commonly used of wives but uxores were termed optima at more than twice the 

expected rate (11.3% v. exp. 5.8%). They were, as a group, very optima. So were 

maritae (14.3%) while coniuges were designated slightly less often as optima than 

expected (4.2% v. exp. 5.8%). Thus, the use of optima was term-specific to uxor and 

the use of uxor, itself, was affected by the status of the partners as it is found more 

frequently among the freeborn (10.8% v. exp. 4.4%).844 If optima meant “excellent” 

or “worthy” then it could almost be seen as an upper-class version of bene 

merens.845 If optima had the moral connotation of “most virtuous” or “most honest” 

then, suddenly, uxor becomes a term imbued with moral tones. To be termed an 

uxor placed one on a higher moral plane than a mere coniunx. The connection to 

status and the public display of uxores on public tombs cannot be separated from 

                                       
842 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 15 and 18. 
843 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 104. 
844 See Appendix B, Table 32. 
845 Bene merens, in the literary sources, is usually used to denote relationships involving 
obligation and gratitude. As Sigismund-Nielsen has shown (“Interpreting Epithets,” 181), 
bene merens is much less common in Latin literature than it is in inscriptions and in the 
literary evidence it is “predominantly” used to describe non-familial relationships. It did not 
appear in the literary evidence for wives. 
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this. A formal term for wives, coupled with a higher status, a public venue, and a 

moralising epithet all combined to create the ideal of the uxor.  

Similarly, sanctissima was slightly overused for uxores (9.7% v. exp. 7.7%). It 

was also overused for both free (74.1% v. exp. 66.1%) and freeborn (7.4% v. exp. 

4.4%) wives. Sanctissima also has moral connotations of “most revered” or “very 

upright” and seems connected in meaning to optima. In literature, it often denotes a 

woman’s high personal or sexual morals.846 This is where a chronological 

consideration of optima and sanctissima becomes very useful. Optima is significantly 

overused in the first century (42.7% v. exp. 33.2%) whereas sanctissima is 

underused (29.4% v. exp. 33.1%). While sanctissima rises in the second century 

(20.9% v. exp. 12.3%) and third century (9.2% v. 7.2%), optima drops (11.3% v. exp. 

12.3% in the second century) until it is barely used at all in the third century (4% v. 

exp. 7.2%). This indicates that sanctissima replaced optima by the third century as 

the word of choice for the upper-class epitaph purchasers to indicate moral 

integrity. The evidence from the category of “Imperial Nomina” supports this: in the 

Julio-Claudian period, sanctissima was underused (14.7% v. exp. 23.7%) while 

optima was overused (29% v. exp. 23.7%). Sanctissima rose under the Adopted 

Emperors (19% v. exp. 10.6%) while optima dropped significantly by the Aurelian 

period (2.4% v. exp. 5.3%). While both epithets were connected to status and term 

(freeborn and uxores), the switch in usage from the first to the third century 

indicates a shift in choice of epithets that was completely chronologically related.847 

The last epithets to be discussed are numeric values. Length of Marriage 

(LOM) will be discussed together with age at death.848 These numeric values were 

not placed on tombstones merely to provide accurate demographic information to 

the passers-by. As Parkin has noted, due to age rounding and exaggeration, ages 

on tombstones were not always correct for the individual but they were culturally 

relevant.849 This theory also applies to length of marriage numbers. By placing 

these numeric values on the tombs, the epitaph purchaser was conveying 

                                       
846 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 104-105. 
847 For the full breakdown, see Table 12 and Graphs 31 and 34 in Appendix B. Also, see 
Table 13 and Graphs 46 and 48 for the chronological breakdown by imperial nomina.  
848 The breakdown of epithet usage by term is provided in Table 10 of the Appendix and in 
Graphs 10-24. 
849 Tim G. Parkin, Demography and Roman Society (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1992), 7, 14-15. 
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information to the audience. In the current study, age and length of marriage (LOM) 

have been treated as epithets, as discussed below. The numeric ranges and their 

distribution is the first avenue of discussion for the epithetical meaning of these 

numbers. Following, the underlying meaning of numeric values will be discussed.  

For all three of the terms denoting legal marriage, the most common age 

ranges to commemorate were those under age 30, particularly those under age 25, 

while the most common LOMs were between 16-20 years.850 The commonly 

commemorated LOM is in keeping with the speculation of others that the average 

first marriage lasted 18 years.851 These two numbers, however, are incompatible. It 

is almost impossible to have a wife die before age 30 but who was also married 20 

years. These are two different expressions of ideals and both have a more subtle 

meaning than their numeric value alone would indicate. Distribution is also 

indicative of the use of these numeric values as epithetic expressions. Both age and 

LOM were mostly frequently placed as the second epithet on a tombstone with 

carissima or bene merens most usually placed as the first epithet. This may be 

indicative of a connection between the two: a wife was most dear or most well-

deserving as evidenced by her long marriage or long life spent with her husband. 

Thus, the placement of the numeric value with other epithets may have served to 

intensify the characterisation.852  

Due to the concentration on younger ages at death for wives, it appears that 

younger wives were thought to be more deserving of having their age mentioned, 

perhaps due to the pathos involved in burying a young wife who had died before her 

time. The most common range for coniuges was 21-25 but, for uxores, the most 

common age range dropped to 16-20 years. Thus, an uxor commemorated with an 

age was likely to be approximately five years younger than her counterparts 

commemorated with alternate terms which likely coincided with a slightly earlier 

                                       
850 See Appendix B, Table 5 and Graph 5 for Age and Table 6 for Length of Marriage. 
851 See Parkin, 196, n. 190, citing Hopkins, “Age of Roman Girls,” Dixon, The Roman Mother, 
31 and P. Salmon, Population et dépopulation dans l’empire romain (Brussels, 1974), 61 n. 
97. For a more detailed discussion of the demographic implications of LOM and a 
comparison of Christian and pre-Christian era inscriptions recording LOM, see Brent D. 
Shaw, “‘With Whom I Lived’: Measuring Roman Marriage,” Ancient Society 32 (2002): 195-
242. 
852 For the association of age at death and epithets commemorating children, specifically 
dulcissimus/a and pientissimus/a, see Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 96-104. 
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age at marriage;853 for all terms combined, the under 25 age group was the most 

commonly commemorated with an age.  

Several factors may be involved. First, there could be a relation to term itself 

and status.854 Brent Shaw argues that the majority of girls married later but argues 

for an earlier age at marriage for aristocratic girls.855 The current sample is 

insufficient for a test of status versus age at marriage as only 49 epitaphs allow for 

a calculation of age at marriage (in that they contain both LOM and Age at Death). 

However, of those that do contain this information, 38 (or 78%) of women married 

by age 20. The majority were simply free coniuges with only one explicitly freeborn 

girl. Five were uxores and four were under 20 (ages were: 12, 15, 16, 18, and 25 

which must certainly be a second marriage856). It is impossible to make status 

comparisons or term comparisons but, if we take that uxores married earlier, by 

about age 14, while coniuges married later, by about age 18, then in both sets, the 

deceased wife had been married for approximately five years making this a short 

marriage, shorter than the averages shown by Shaw,857 and equalising the 

differences as both sets were commenting on the short marriage length by placing 

age at death and LOM on the tombstone.  

The hypothesis that results from a study of these numeric values is that the 

information related to age and LOM was suggestive of an expression of grief and 

lost expectations, specifically, through the lost fertility of the deceased wife, the loss 

                                       
853 See Hopkins and Shaw for two separate interpretations of the “Age of Roman Girls at 
Marriage.” Shaw sees Roman girls marrying later than Hopkins though Shaw does allow for 
earlier ages at marriage for aristocratic families. Thus, the presentation of uxores likely fits 
this as a younger age at death may be suggestive of a slightly younger age at marriage. 
854 For a complete breakdown of the usage of age as an epithet by status within terms, see 
Table 25. This table shows that within terms, there are different patterns of usage for status 
groups. Thus, a coniunx commemorated with an age is more likely to be free but an uxor 
commemorated with an age is more likely to be freeborn. Is this a factor in the choice of 
epithet or related to the fact that coniuges are simply more likely to be free while uxores are 
more likely to be freeborn? Likely the latter is the case. 
855 Shaw, “The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage: Some Reconsiderations,” 43-44.  See also M. 
K. Hopkins, “The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage,” Population Studies 18 (1965): 309-327. 
856 CIL 6.11939 (see below, p. 242, n. 860); CIL 6.33668 (see below, p. 242, n. 859); CIL 6. 
10867 (died age 42, married 30 years = married at age 12); CIL 6.25444 (died at age 25, 
married for 7 years = married at 18); CIL 6.15581 (died at age 39, married for 14 years = 
married at age 25). 
857 See Shaw, “Measuring Roman Marriage,” for the averages from LOM and the differences 
in pagan and Christian LOMs. 
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of “a new generation in the family.”858 In the sample of five uxores, four were 

married by age 18. One died at age 19 but was buried with her four-year old 

daughter and so must have been married by age 14: 

Vipstana Felicula vixit annos XVIIII Vipstana Fortunata filia vixit annos IIII 
Vipstanus Clemens fecit uxxori et filiae.  
 
Vipstana Felicula lived for 19 years. Vipstana Fortunata, her daughter, lived 
for 4 years. Vipstanus Clemens made this to his wife and daughter.859  
 

In this case, the loss of future familial generations is exacerbated by the associated 

death of a child from the union. In another example, Antistia Victoria died at age 17 

and was married for eleven months: 

Dis Manibus Antistiae Victoriae coniugi dulcissimae et bene merenti quae vixit 
annis XVII mensibus numero II diebus XXVII quae post virginitate sua vixit cum 
marito suo mensibus XI diebus XXVII Egnatius Eutychianus maritus fecit uxori 
rarissimae. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Antistia Victoria, a very sweet and well-
deserving coniunx who lived for 17 years, 2 months, and 27 days and who, 
after her virginity, lived with her maritus for 11 months and 27 days. 
Egnatius Eutychianus, her husband, made this for his most rare wife.860  

 

Epitaphs such as these would have been indicative of a high level of tragedy to the 

passer-by but the underlying reason for this phenomenon may be connected to the 

location. As a higher proportion of uxores were buried in household tombs, which 

were publicly visible and indicative of social display, there was a connection 

between the term used, the location of the burial, and the expressions placed on 

the epitaph. Since uxores were more likely to be buried in a household tomb with a 

publicly visible epitaph, stressing the youth of the deceased may have evoked a far 

greater sense of tragedy when the passer-by noted that this tomb had been erected 

for a young, freeborn, relatively wealthy (by association with the tomb location), 

uxor who died before her twenty-first birthday. Thus, while the level of grief may not 

have varied in a personal sense and it is impossible to compare actual levels of grief 

based on tomb inscriptions, the portrayal of grief seems to have been intensified by 

centring on a young age at death. Coupling the younger age at death with the 

                                       
858 K. R. Bradley, “Review: [untitled] of Death and Renewal: Sociological Studies in Roman 
History, Vol. 2 by Keith Hopkins,” Classical Philology  81 (1986): 263-270, 267.  
859  CIL 6.33668: My translation. 
860  CIL 6.11939. My translation. 
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public display of a household tomb and the use of the term uxor, which was, in 

itself, also joined to the public display, added to the depiction of the mourned 

young uxor.861  

 Regardless of term, younger wives were commemorated more than older wives 

and this would seem to have been due to the tragic nature of the loss of a young 

wife before she could fulfil her duties as a wife.862 The grief at a young wife passing 

was, it seems, proverbial and existed in literature as well. As Bodel notes: “The 

special pathos of the maiden snatched away just before marriage, enshrined 

already in Sophocles’ Antigone, had by Pliny’s day grown into a well-worn topos 

demanding, among other things, a nuanced appreciation of the poignancy of the 

loss.”863 

 Statius, in his consolation poem to Claudius Etruscus on the death of the 

man’s father, wrote that Claudius acted at the funeral in such a grief-stricken 

manner that anyone watching would think he were mourning the death of a 

“youthful wife.” Statius used the term primaeva, meaning “young” or “youthful” to 
                                       
861 In some cases, also, the spouses was the heir (heres) and the tomb was being set up as 
part of a will. In the current sample, this was not commonly found. There are only 27 
inscriptions in the current sample that mention wills (testaments). Interestingly, 12 of these 
are on dedications to uxores (with 1 also being a patrona) and 12 are on dedications to 
concubinae (with 1 to a contubernalis and 2 on tombs of coniuges). There were also only 14 
inscriptions mentioning heirs (with a greater split among the terms and more formulaic 
expressions involving the ownership of the tomb). Thus, the use of specific terms, 
particularly concubina and uxor, which both have prominent places in legal sources, could 
be connected to the legal side of tomb erection. However, this appears not to have been a 
serious factor as their were so few that mentioned testamentary considerations. Although 
Champlin (120-130) has argued persuasively for the favourable treatment of wives in their 
husbands’ wills, this does not appear as frequently on tombstones in the current sample. 
When it does, it appears in conjunction with two legally recognised terms: uxor and 
concubina. The lack of testamentary-related spousal inscriptions may be influenced by the 
Roman heir of choice: the child. As Champlin has shown (107), “normally testators preferred 
any children they might have to all other heirs, and society generally held that children 
should inherit” thus displacing wives. The typical Roman male testator put his children first. 
As Champlin states (184): “His wife, whatever their affectionate life might have been, he 
placed close behind his children and before all others, caring for her but firmly separating 
her from the bulk of the patrimony.” A study of parental inscriptions (tombstones erected by 
surviving children to their deceased parents) might, therefore, show a higher proportion of 
testamentary related phrases. For more on this topic, see Edward Champlin, Final 
Judgements: Duty and Emotion in Roman Wills, 200 B.C.—A. D. 250 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1991). 
862 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 483-498. Treggiari discusses the process of widowing and the 
grief associated with the lost of a spouse, particularly, she notes (487) after a long marriage 
that was harmonious. Nothing is said of the loss of a young wife after a short marriage. See 
also 249: “the expression of passionate grief…was not avoided by either sex.”  
863 Bodel, “Minicia Marcella,” 456. 
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describe the imaginary coniunx.864 It was unstated in Statius, but a young wife may 

have been mourned more on account of the loss to the family lineage; his second 

example in the same passage (see n. 864) is an adolescent son, thus supporting the 

idea that grief was exacerbated if it affected the family’s future. Two letters of Pliny 

support this. As discussed fully in Chapter 2, Pliny the Younger wrote to his friend, 

Aefulanus Marcellinus, to inform him of the untimely death of Fundanus’ daughter, 

Minicia Marcella. She was not quite fourteen (possibly thirteen) and engaged when 

she died.865 As Bradley and Bodel have noted, a young woman who died on the eve 

of her marriage was a cause of grief to the whole family.866 This should be extended 

to those who died after a short marriage. In a second letter, Ep. 4.21.1-4 (also 

discussed in Chapter 2), Pliny wrote about the Helvidiae sisters who died after 

giving birth. It is significant that Pliny mourned not only for the children and the 

husbands, but also for the household: “pluribus adminiculis paulo ante fundatam 

desolatus fulcit ac sustinet”867 (“which shortly before had the firm foundation of 

several supports”).868 It would appear that in the epitaphs, grief for the entire family 

                                       
864 Stat. Silv. 3.3.10-11. Statius uses the term “primaevae...coniugis” to indicate a young 
wife. “nam quis inexpleto rumpentem pectora questu / complexumque rogos incumbentemque 
favillis/ aspiciens non aut primaevae funera plangi / coniuges aut nati modo pubescentia 
credat / ora rapi flammis?” = “For who that saw him bursting his breast with insatiable 
lament and embracing the pyre and bending over the ashes but would think his mourning 
was for a young wife or that the flames were devouring the face of a son just growing to 
manhood?” Shackleton Bailey’s translation. Statius, Silvae, 201. 
865 Plin. Ep. 5.16. P.G. Walsh, in the notes to this letter, explains that the inscription, ILS 
1030, recording this girl’s death has her at not quite thirteen. Pliny is either wrong or his 
figure is corrupt or he is exaggerating slightly. P.G. Walsh, notes to Pliny the Younger: 
Complete Letters trans. P.G. Walsh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 333. For the 
inscription see CIL 6.16631 = D 1030: D(is) M(anibus) / Miniciae / Marcellae / Fundani f(iliae) 
/ v(ixit) a(nnos) XII m(enses) XI d(ies) VII = To the Sacred Spirits, For Minicia Marcella, the 
daughter of Fundanus, who lived for 12 years, 11 months, and 7 days (my translation). For 
a lengthy discussion of the discrepancy between the inscription and Pliny, see John Bodel, 
“Minicia Marcella: Taken before Her Time,” The American Journal of Philology 116 (1995): 
453-460. Bodel takes the stance, with which I agree, that Pliny exaggerates Minicia’s age to 
14 so that it is apparent to the audience that she had reached a new stage in life: passing 
from childhood to sexual maturity; she was, therefore, ready for marriage and this increased 
the portrayal of sadness for the audience. 
866 Bradley, “Review [untitled] of Hopkins,” 267, citing Pliny’s letter about Minicia Marcella. 
For a full discussion, see Bodel, “Minicia Marcella.” 
867Plin. Ep. 4.21.1-4. 
868 Walsh’s translation. Walsh, Complete Letters, 100-101. 
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over the loss of future fertility was expressed through the youthfulness of the 

deceased wife.869  

The importance of the age of the wife in inscriptions is clear on other levels 

as well. One quarter of all female partners were commemorated with an age at 

death. Slightly more coniuges had an age than this average but far fewer uxores 

were commemorated with an age (as Table H, below, shows).  

 

Table H: Usage Rates (Actual v. Expected) for Age and LOM by Term of Relationship 

 

Epithet Values Coniunx Contubernales Marita Uxor 

Act.% 27.6 34.1 28.6 14.1 Age 
p=0.000 Exp.% 25 25 25 25 

Act.% 9.4 1.7 0 5.5 LOM 
p=0.000 Exp.% 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 

 

This indicates that, although uxores were more likely to be commemorated with a 

younger age than coniuges, they were less likely, on the whole, to have an age at all. 

The age at which the woman died was less important to the identity of the uxor 

than it was to that of the coniunx except when the uxor was very young. This is 

connected to the place of burial as more uxores were buried in household tombs 

and fewer in columbaria. The significance of this is that household tombs were 

usually built in advance: one ordered them as part of burial preparations unless an 

early death precipitated the building. This means that ages would be impossible to 

include and accounts for the rarity of ages on this type of tomb. Only when a death 

caused the building of the tomb would the age of the deceased be included. This is 

upheld by the fact that only 15% of household tombs have an age at death listed for 

                                       
869 An argument against this could be that a young wife was easily replaced and so the 
future fertility would not be affected for long. However, the presentation of grief and the 
social understanding of the grief felt over a young wife, present in the literature as well, may 
have been quite different from the social reality of remarriage. Pliny, who is a source for the 
literary evidence of the grief for the whole family over the death of a young, childbearing, 
wife, is evidence of this. He, in his third marriage, must surely have known the likelihood of 
remarriage but he does not mention it in his consolation letters—it would be inappropriate. 
For tombstones as well, every passer-by may have known that the surviving spouse would 
likely remarry but it was the portrayal of the grief that was important not the reality of 
remarriage. 
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the wife and in the vast majority of those (63 out of 67), the wife was either listed 

first or was the only commemorated person listed by name. This indicates that, for 

household tombs and wives, the death of the wife often precipitated the building of 

the tomb when an age at death was listed. This helps explain why uxores were less 

likely than coniuges to have an age at death listed—their usual place of burial did 

not lend itself to such information being added at the time of death as the tomb had 

already been built.  

The resulting hypothesis is this: regardless of the difference in usage 

between uxores and coniuges, which seems based on tomb type and status, a very 

young age indicated a life cut short and increased the level of grief displayed by the 

author and received by the passer-by. On the other end of the scale, it appears that 

a very old age at death indicated a long, well-lived life and, consequently, a 

harmonious marriage by association (with the acknowledgement that the viewer 

would not know the length of the marriage or whether it was a first, second, or later 

marriage).870 Age on a tombstone presented to the viewer two sides of grief related 

to the numeric value itself (which also would explain age rounding and 

exaggeration). Specific examples help to illustrate this idea.  

Mussia Nicene is an example of an old wife:  

Dis Manibus Mussiae Niceni vixit annis LXXX Lucius Mussius Primigenius 
coniugi bene merenti fecit. 

 
To the spirits of the departed Mussia Nicene who lived for 80 years. Lucius 
Mussius Primigenius made this for his well-deserving wife.871 

 

She was a coniunx who lived for 80 years. This was very rare and could be an 

example of age rounding and exaggeration. But, what it indicated to the viewer was 

that she was very old when she died. By placing her age on her tombstone, her 

husband, Primigenius, presented his wife as a “good” woman as evidenced by a long 

                                       
870 In fact, a very old age was likely indicative of a second or third marriage given the 
mortality rate for men and the age difference between men and women at first marriage. It is 
likely that Saller’s numbers for the percentage of orphaned children at a given age can be 
turned as well to widows (if X many children at age Y have a dead father than a 
corresponding number of mothers/wives must also have no husband at that point). If that is 
the case, then about 30% of Roman wives would be widowed in the first ten years of 
marriage, or by about age 25-28, leaving them open to remarriage. See Saller, “Men’s Age,” 
33, Table 2.  
871 CIL 6.22771. My translation. 
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life. The same was likely the case for Vergilia Optata, an uxor who lived for 62 years 

and was commemorated as well-deserving: 

Caius Papirius Cestus Vergiliae Optatae uxori suae bene merenti de se vixit 
annis LXII. 
 
Caius Papirius Cestus (made this) for Vergilia Optata his wife who was well-
deserving from his own money. She lived for 62 years.872 

  
Vergilia Optata had done all that was expected of her in her marriage. Since it likely 

lasted at least forty years (if it was a first marriage and she married at the late age 

of twenty which we cannot know from the information provided), her age would 

present the marriage as harmonious to the outside eye. This was what an old wife 

indicated: the depth of marital harmony both resulting in and coming from a long 

marriage (which may have been assumed, but was not a certainty, based on the age 

at death). This, then, was the depiction of Roman marriage that most couples would 

have wished displayed on their tombstone—a long and harmonious life together.873 

This was separate from social reality. These women may have had completely 

inharmonious marriages and that the husband commemorating them may not have 

been their husband for the entirety of their adult lives, but this was not the 

perception that the epitaph purchaser conveyed and, by adding the (very) old age of 

his wife, he was implying that the marriage had been “happy.” Thus, the 

understanding of the companionate marriage as the hope of married couples was 

presented in epitaphs such as this. 

A few more examples will help illustrate the epithetical characterisation of 

numeric values such as age at death. The coniunx Julia Chia did not live as long—a 

mere twenty-five years. As with the two examples of older wives, above, no other 

adjectives other than bene merens were supplied.  

Dis Manibus Iuliae Chiae Quintus Iulius Iulianus coniugi bene merenti fecit 
quae vixit annis plus minus XXV. 

 
To the spirits of the departed Julia Chia. Quintus Julius Julianus made this 
for his well-deserving wife who lived for about 25 years.874  
 

                                       
872 CIL 6.23785. My translation.  
873 This was also shown by Cicero’s marriage to Terentia and, consequently, by the criticism 
he received from Antony (found in Plut. Cic. 41.6) for having “cast out of doors the wife with 
whom he had grown old.” 
874 CIL 6.20411 = CIL 10, *01088,198. My translation. 
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If we assume a first marriage for Julia Chia, then she was likely married for about 

ten years. She had lived long enough to show herself well-deserving as a “good” 

wife. Thus, her age may have intensified the understanding that she had lived long 

enough to carry out her duties as a wife. Similarly, M. Cornelius Cyrus 

commemorated his uxor, Publicia Marciana. She was characterised as well-

deserving and she lived for 18 years, 4 months, and 15 days. Her son lived only one 

year, one month, and a fragmentary number of days before dying.875 This was all 

recorded on a household tomb: 

Dis Manibus Marcus Cornelius Cyrus fecit sibi et Publiciae Marcianae uxori 
bene merenti quae vixit annis XVIII mensibus IIII diebus XV et filio suo Cornelio 
Cyro qui vixit anno uno mensibus 3 diebus VI et filiis et libertis libertabus 
posterisque eorum ex condonationis causa. 
 
To the spirits of the departed. Marcus Cornelius Cyrus made this for himself 
and for Publicia Marciana, his well-deserving wife who lived for 18 years and 
4 months and 15 days and for his son, Cornelius Cyrus, who lived for 1 year 
and 3 months and 6 days and for his (other) children and his freedmen and 
freedwomen and all who come after. This monument was given to them 
too.876  

 

What does this tell us about Publicia Marciana? First, she was very young when 

she died—as many uxores with an age recorded were. Second, she had a son. The 

order of deaths and the relation between them are difficult to ascertain. Likely, 

though, she was married at about 15 and one can only speculate that she was 

pregnant soon after. Higher maternal mortality is found even today among younger 

mothers and pregnancy is the leading cause of death for women aged 15 to 19.877 

                                       
875 Placing information regarding the death of potential heirs on the tombstone may also 
have been a way of ensuring the will was followed: it is unlikely that someone could claim to 
be the long-lost son if the legal document of the tomb inscription informed of his death. 
Hughes has shown that Gessia Fausta, as the freedwoman of Publius Gessius and the 
mother of their son, P. Gessius Primus, both of whom pre-deceased her, partially used the 
tombstone to fulfil the obligations of the will but also to show that with her patron dead, 
she, as his freedwoman, was legally entitled to inherit from her dead son. See L. A. Hughes, 
“The Relief of the Gessii,” 159-160. For the connections between wills and tomb monuments, 
see Champlin, Final Judgements. 
876 CIL 6.16186. My translation.  
877 “Adolescent Maternal Mortality: An Overlooked Crisis” 
http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/PUBLICATIONS/factsheet/fsmaternal.pdf  
From “Advocates for Youth.” Accessed December 12, 2008. 
“UNICEF Report: The State of the World’s Children, 2009: Maternal and Newborn Health” 
http://www.unicef.org/cotedivoire/SOWC_2009_.pdf. From “UNICEF.” Accessed February 
28, 2010. Adolescent pregnancy accounts for 70,000 deaths yearly of girls age 15 to 19. 
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Her death, within a year of her son’s birth, could easily be connected with that 

pregnancy and birth, perhaps following several earlier children. Her death and that 

of her son were clearly the impetus for her husband purchasing a household tomb 

and also accounts for the inclusion of ages at death for both. As with Cicero’s 

daughter, Tullia, an upper-class, freeborn woman (though not as young as Publicia 

Marciana), pregnancy and childbirth were dangerous. Her relatively young age 

underscored the tragedy. A good Roman household had lost a mother and a child. 

Hope for the future exists in the unnamed filii but the loss is still keenly presented. 

This was a sad monument indeed.  

A similar theme was found in the epitaph of Tuccia Adaugenda, a very 

dutiful uxor who lived 34 years, was married to an imperial freedman, and had a 

son who died at age 11: 

Tito Aelio Diphilo filio dulcissimo qui vixit annis XI diebus XLVII et Tucciae 
Adaugendae uxori piissimae quae vixit annis XXXIIII mensibus XI Titus Aelius 
Augusti libertus Salvius a pactionibus fecit sibi et suis libertis libertabusque 
posterisque eorum. 
 
For Titus Aelius Diphilus, a very sweet son who lived for 11 years, 47 days, 
and for Tuccia Adaugenda, a very dutiful wife, who lived for 34 years, 11 
months. Titus Aelius Salvius, freedman of the Emperor and imperial 
administrator, for himself and for his freedman, freedwomen, and their 
descendents.878  

 
We can speculate that the two died at the same time, thus hastening the decision to 

build the tomb. Again, it is likely that her age, together with the age of her dead 

son, provided the passer-by with a window into the grief of the household. They had 

lost a son and heir (notice that he was listed first) and the wife who had provided 

the son. Other children might remain at home but there would be no further 

children from the union. This, then, was what the husband of the first example, 

Julia Chia, meant. By stating she died at age 25, no other epithets were needed to 

express the grief at the loss of the partner and the expectations he had for her and 

their marriage. As Pliny wrote about the Helvidiae sisters, they were cut down “in 

the first flower of youth” and with their deaths, and the deaths of their children, the 

                                       
878 CIL 6.33785 = CIL 6.33786. My translation.  
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firm foundations of their households had been shaken.879 The loss of a potentially 

fertile wife was a great loss indeed. 

This brings us back to the other end of the scale as most wives were 

commemorated as dying rather young which was suggestive of the tragedy of a life 

cut short before it was fulfilled. These very young women often did not have 

children (or none mentioned on the epitaphs) and had, therefore, likely (especially 

given their quite young ages) died before they could provide them for their 

husbands. Thus, the continuation of the family from this woman died with these 

young girls without ever starting. We have several examples. Aquillia Eutychia only 

lived to be 13 years and 6 months old. She was very dear to her husband:  

Dis Manibus Aquilliae Eutychiae vixit annos XIII menses VI dies XV Quintus 
Atilius Heracla coniugi carissimae fecit. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Aquillia Eutychia who lived for 13 years, 6 
months, 15 days. Quintus Atilius Heracla made this for his very dear wife.880 

  
No other epithets were applied to her. In theory, why would there be? She could not 

possibly have been married long enough to fulfil the expectations of a wife. Beiena 

Bentica would be another examples of this: she had an innocent soul at the age of 

13. Adding to the tragedy was the fact that the couple had only been married for 23 

days. They did not have time to have a harmonious, long marriage symbolised by a 

high age at death or a long length of marriage. No children could have resulted from 

a 23 day marriage and this extremely early age at death symbolised this hope cut 

short: 

Dis Manibus Beienae Benticae animae innocentissimae quae vixit annis XIII 
mensibus IIII Sextus Cornelius Asclepiades coniugi bene merenti cum qua vixit 
diebus XXIII. 
 
To the spirits of the departed. For Beiena Bentica of a very innocent spirit. 
She lived for 13 years, 4 months. Sextus Cornelius Asclepiades (made this) 
for his well-deserving wife with whom he lived for 23 days.881 

  

These two coniuges are very similar to the example from the uxores. Terpollia 

Procilla, daughter of Publius, lived to be 14. She was a very dear wife: 

                                       
879 Plin. Ep. 4.21. For my full analysis, see Chapter 2. 
880 CIL 6.12272. My translation. 
881 CIL 6.34675 = AE 1997, +00102. My translation. 
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Dis Manibus sacrum Terpolliae Procillae Publi filiae vixit annis XIIII diebus LIIIII 
Tiberius Iulius Heraclides uxori carissimae fecit aram et monimentum et libertis 
libertabus posterisque eorum. 
 
To the sacred spirits of the departed. For Terpollia Procilla, daughter of 
Publius, who lived for 14 years, 55 days. Tiberius Iulius Heraclides, for his 
very dear wife, made this altar and monument. And for their freedmen and 
women and their descendents.882  

 

Here we have the almost quintessential uxor: freeborn and young. The tragedy 

would have been clear.  

 While the numeric value of age at death can provide interesting, if 

incomplete, demographic data,883 it also provides evidence for the characterisation 

of the person commemorated. In the case of Roman wives, a higher age seems to 

have been indicative of grief at the loss of a long-lived spouse and may have been 

suggestive of a harmonious marriage (though perhaps not of the only marriage). A 

lower age indicated the loss of the future of the family, particularly when coupled 

with the death of a child of the union, while the youngest ages were indicative of the 

grief of a life cut short before wifely expectations could even be partially fulfilled. In 

all cases, the age value itself was epithetical in meaning and a part of the overall 

depiction of grief. 

Age indications become even more interesting when compared to length of 

marriage. Coniuges had a shorter than average length of marriage (21 years) and 

uxores had a longer length of marriage (29 years).884 More coniuges than 

statistically expected but fewer uxores or maritae were commemorated with their 

marriage length (as the brief table, below, demonstrates).  

 

Table I: Usage Rates (Actual v. Expected) for LOM 

Epithet Values Coniunx Marita Uxor 

Act.% 9.4 0 5.5 LOM 
p=0.000 Exp.% 7.7 7.7 7.7 

 

                                       
882 CIL 6.27267. My translation. 
883 See Parkin, Demography and Roman Society, 7, 14-15.. 
884 See Appendix B, Table 11. 
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Again, this is likely due to the nature of household tombs. As they were often built 

in advance, it would be impossible to include numeric values. For those found with 

a LOM, the same hypothesis holds that the death of the partner often precipitated 

the building of the tomb. The underlying meaning was similar to that of an age at 

death thus explaining, perhaps, why so few tombs have both an age at death and a 

length of marriage recorded—only one numeric value was required to indicate the 

type of grief, or lost expectations, portrayed and to act as an intensifier of that grief, 

particularly when coupled with other epithets.  

Similarly to age at death, therefore, a shorter marriage was pitiable and 

cause for grief. As Shaw has noted, shorter marriages resulted in greater precision 

in recording LOM.885 Though Shaw uses LOM as part of a demographic 

investigation, the use of LOM and the precision associated with very short 

marriages was, most likely, part of the expression of grief. The very precision of 

recording not just years but months, days, and even hours, intensified the loss. In 

contrast, a longer marriage was cause for celebration due to obvious concord and 

exaggerations of length, together with a concentration on years only, may have 

resulted. As Keith Hopkins notes, husbands put their LOM on their wives’ tombs 

because “they were proud of it.”886  

 

Table J: Mean Length of Marriage 

 Coniunx Uxor 

LOM 21.45 29.33 

 

Thus, to the passer-by, uxores had long marriages, indicating marital harmony and 

sadness over the loss, whereas coniuges had shorter marriages, indicating grief at 

the early passing of a spouse and the realisation that the union had not been as 

fruitful and had not lasted long enough to fulfil the marital ideal of concord. 

However, as the mean LOM for both was in the twenty-year period, it is likely that 

                                       
885 Shaw, “Measuring Roman Marriage,” 220-221. Shaw has three degrees of recording LOM: 
year only, year and month, and year, month, day (and sometimes hour). Half of all 
marriages recording three degrees (year, month, day) were less than 4 years in length. 
Shaw’s main concern is on the demographic implications of LOM and he does not discuss it 
as an epithet in and of itself.  
886 M. K. Hopkins, “The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage,” Population Studies18 (1965): 323. 
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the majority were indicative of harmony in the marriage and pleasure at the 

duration. 

A few examples will suffice. First, CIL 6.15514:  

Dis Manibus Claudiae Neptunalini coniugi quae vixit mecum diebus V noctibus 
IIII Publius Octavius Iustus maritus fecit. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Claudia Neptunaline, a wife who lived with me 
for 5 days and 4 nights. Publius Octavius Iustus, a husband, made this.887  

 
In this extreme example, the couple was married only five days and four nights 

before the death of the coniunx. No other qualities were ascribed to Claudia 

Neptunaline nor could any be ascribed to her—married for less than a week, she 

could hardly have shown herself to hold any of the ideals we have seen associated 

with wives through non-numeric epithets. There was, however, no need to place the 

LOM on the tomb: it was not required which indicates that it was a choice. By 

choosing to record this information (rather than an alternate epithet), her husband 

was highlighting the nature of his grief and the unfortunate and early loss of his 

new bride. This would likely be seen as being very similar to an epitaph recording a 

wife who had died at a very young age. The tragedy would have been apparent and 

there would have been no need for further descriptions. 

A longer marriage deserved more description as in CIL 6.6984:  

Dis Manibus Poppaeae Trophime Lucius Afinius Ampliatus coniugi karissimae 
bene merenti fecit cum qua vixit annos XXI sine querella  
 
To the spirits of the departed Poppaea Trophime. Lucius Afinius Ampliatus 
made this for his very dear and deserving wife with whom he lived for 21 
years without a disagreement.888  

 
Poppaea Trophime’s husband wanted the passer-by to know that she had been very 

dear, well-deserving, and that they had lived together without a quarrel for twenty-

one years, which was the average LOM of coniuges.889 This was a harmonious 

                                       
887 CIL 6.15514. My translation. 
888 CIL 6.6984. My translation. 
889 Shaw’s study of pre-Christian and Christian era epitaphs finds that the average age of 
marriage in pre-Christian epitaphs was 24 years while Christian marriages were, on average, 
14.8 years (Shaw, “Measuring Roman Marriage,” 195-196, n. 1). Also, epitaphs recording 
only LOM tend to have a higher LOM (23 years) while those recording more epithets have a 
lower LOM (15 years) as Shaw demonstrates. See Shaw, “Measuring Roman Marriage,” 221. 
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marriage of companions. The same was true for the thirty-three year marriage of 

Claudia Sympherusa and Ti. Claudius Ialysus: 

Dis Manibus Claudiae Sympherusae coniugi sanctissimae Tiberius Claudius 
Ialysus cum qua vixit annis XXXIII sine querella vixit annis XLVII sibi et suis. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Claudia Sympherusa, a very revered wife. 
Tiberius Claudius Ialysus lived with her for 33 years without an argument 
and she lived for 47 years, (and he made this for her and) for himself and for 
his relatives.890  

 

However, LOM, itself, implied a lack of disagreement and the two epithets, LOM and 

a sine phrase, often appeared together to reinforce the idea.891 Uxores also had long 

marriages, though few had sine associated with it, as the wife in CIL 6.15581 did:  

Dis M(anibus Claudiae Samiramidi uxori incomparabili quae vixit annis 
XXXVIIII mensibus III diebus X Tiberius Flavius Callitychianus maritus cum 
qua vixit sine querella annis XIIII diebus XVI.  
 
To the spirits of the departed Claudia Samiramis an incomparable wife who 
lived for 39 years, 3 months, and 10 days. Tiberius Flavius Callitychianus, 
her husband, lived with her without any disagreements for 14 years, 16 days 
(and made this).892 

 
What becomes clear on examining a large number of inscriptions is that 

length of marriage was used synonymously, in many cases, for the ideal of living in 

harmony with one’s spouse. Almost all coniuges commemorated with sine querella 

or a variant also had a length of marriage listed (37/46; when age is added, this 

rises to 41/46) and a quarter of women commemorated with a length of marriage 

also had sine querella listed as an epithet. Thus, in the remaining epitaphs 

containing a length of marriage without a sine phrase, this would have been 

tantamount to saying: “We were married for a long time; this shows that it was 

harmonius and without a quarrel.” This understanding that LOM was indicative of 

harmony seems to have transcended boundaries of terms as the marriage of this 

uxor shows:  

Dis Manibus Caeciliae Secundae Quintius Caecilius Diadumenus uxori suae 
bene merenti fecit quae convixit cum eo annis LIII 

                                       
890 CIL 6.15606. My translation. 
891 Out of 46 inscriptions containing a “sine” phrase, 37 also contain LOM (of those, 13 also 
contain age and an additional 4 contain age with no LOM). This means that a numeric value 
was associated with a "sine" phrase in 41 out of 46 examples. 
892  CIL 6.15581. My translation. 
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To the spirits of the departed Caecilia Secunda. Quintus Caecilius 
Diadumenus made this for his well-deserving wife who lived with him for 53 
years.893  

 

She was well-deserving because she had done everything a wife could do to make a 

marriage harmonious for fifty-three years. Similarly, the epitaph recording the fifty-

two year marriage of Arria Ampliata and her husband, M. Arrius Euthetus, did not 

state that they lived sine querella but it was likely implied by the very long LOM: 

 
Arriae Marci libertae Ampliatae Marcus Arrius Euthetus coniugi carissimae cum 
qua vixit annis LII sibi posterisque suis hic locus habet quoqueversus pedes IIII.  

 
Marcus Arrius Euthetus made this for Arria Ampliata, freedwoman of 
Marcus, his very dear wife He lived with her  for 52 years. He (also made 
this) for himself and their descendents. This monument is 4 feet in area.894  

 
What this showed the passer-by was that this couple must surely have lived in 

harmony as evidenced by the length of their marriage.  

As Treggiari has noted, concordia was an ideal for Roman marriages895 and it 

appears that both sine querella and length of marriage indicated this ideal. This 

would also help explain a usage change in sine. While the use of LOM rises for 

Christian period epitaphs (post 260 C.E.), the use of negative virtues, such as sine 

phrases, falls. Brent D. Shaw, in his larger study of LOM, has noted this896 and the 

answer lies, perhaps, in the reduplication. If LOM was understood as implying 

marital harmony, phrases indicating lack of disagreement within the marriage 

could be left off. Whether or not this, or any, couple actually did live in harmony is 

unimportant. It was what the author intended and what the reader thought upon 

reading the inscription.  

This is mirrored in the literary evidence. As we saw in the section on Pliny, 

length of marriage was connected to harmony. In Letter 8.5, Pliny discussed the 

wife of Macrinus, a singular example of a wife who was married to Macrinus for 

thirty-nine years “sine iurgio, sine offensa.” According to Pliny, the long length of 

                                       
893 CIL 6.34706. My translation.  
894 CIL 6.12388. My translation.  
895 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 247. 
896 Shaw, “Measuring Roman Marriage,” 210-212. 
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their marriage would both console the widower and also intensify his grief.897 Thus, 

LOM was connected to marital concord and strengthened the presentation of a 

harmonious marriage, particularly when coupled with epithets such as sine 

phrases. It may also have served to intensify the portrayal of grief with differing 

implications, as seen in the literary material, between the grief felt for the death of a 

young wife, the foundation of a family, and an old wife, whose long life (and 

possibly long marriage) would be a source of comfort and loss to her surviving 

husband. 

 
III. Conclusion: The Portrayal of Legally Termed Wives in Literature and 
Inscriptions  
 
The preceding chapter illustrates several points. First, the terms used to 

denote a wife were not used in an interchangeable manner. They depended on a 

variety of factors that influenced the portrayal. Second, epithets were not used in a 

static way throughout Roman history. The usage of both epithets and term 

depended on status. In addition, usage was also affected by time period. Although a 

coniunx was more likely than an uxor to be castissima, if a woman of either term 

was castissima, she was more likely to be freeborn and it is unlikely that her 

inscription was made in the first century. The corollary of this is that ideals were 

not immutable. The portrayal of Roman wives and generalisations about ideals 

associated with wifely behaviour need to be re-evaluated as not all Roman wives 

received the same treatment. Third, given the small numbers of epithets recording 

sexual morals, it seems that chastity was not an overarching ideal—at least, not an 

ideal that the masses thought was important to put on tombstones. This should not 

be taken as indicating that chastity was not important to the marital relationship 

but that it was assumed for all wives and so highlighting it was not considered 

necessary. This clearly changed in the later imperial period when these epithets 

become used more frequently (though still rarely).898 Lastly, by pinpointing the 

usage of certain epithets to particular imperial periods using the criteria of imperial 

nomina, we may now be able to use these epithets themselves as additional dating 

criteria. If other dating criteria, such as imperial nomina, are missing, it may now 

                                       
897 Plin. Ep. 8.5. See above, Chapter 2, for a complete discussion of this letter. 
898 For more on pudicitia, see Langlands, Sexual Morality.  
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be possible to state that an epitaph is more likely to belong to a later or earlier 

period if it contains certain epithets. If a woman was dulcissima, pudicissima, 

fidelissima, univira, or castissima, particularly if she was more than one of these, 

she was more likely to have lived in the second century or beyond and it is unlikely 

that she died in the Julio-Claudian period specifically.  

Thus, if we think back to “Turia” and Aurelia Philematium as well as to the 

three fictional wives, we see that “Turia” and Aurelia Philematium were 

commemorated in unique ways. The pattern found for the majority of Roman wives 

was actually quite different and it changed based on term, status, burial location, 

and time period. Though the moralising epithets applied to “Turia” were in keeping 

with her being called an uxor and being freeborn, they were not in keeping with 

epithets usually applied to other women of her time. Her husband, as Gowing has 

already shown, had used her laudatio to publicly illustrate his indebtedness to 

Augustus’ clemency by highlighting Lepidus’ cruelty.899 Was he also showing his 

support of Augustus by having his wife behave in an Augustan manner? It seems 

feasible. What “Turia” was, then, was the very beginning of ideals (with no basis in 

social reality) that would only become the norm after the Julio-Claudian period had 

finished. They were not common in the pre-Augustus letters of Cicero and they 

were not common in the Julio-Claudian period epitaphs. They started to rise in 

prominence in the Flavian period. However, they can likely be traced in their 

inception to Augustus’ views of morality. Dissemination throughout the Roman 

population, as the Romans started to look inward, took several generations as the 

epitaphs, coupled with a comparison to the letters of Cicero and Pliny, clearly 

demonstrate. 

                                       
899 Gowing, “Lepidus,” 296. 
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Chapter 4: 

The Portrayal of Women in Alternative Relationships: 

Contubernales 

 

In Chapters 2 and 3, the portrayal of legally termed wives in literature and 

epitaphs was investigated. The intention was to show that the portrayal of wives, 

seen through the application of epithets, depended on the Latin term used, the 

status of the woman, and the chronological period. The focus will now turn from 

female partners in legal marriages to those in alternative relationships. These 

women include contubernales (usually identified as partners in unrecognised slave 

marriages) and concubinae (usually identified as partners in alternative marital 

relationships). Amicae (usually identified as girl-friends or transitory sexual 

partners and only rarely as platonic female friends) have turned out to be a more 

complex category of relationship and have been placed in Appendix C. What will 

become apparent, in this chapter on contubernales, is that friendship was of 

paramount importance to this relationship and was implied in the term itself. As a 

result, the epithetical pattern is dissimilar to that seen for coniuges and uxores. 

Contubernium has long been seen as a type of marriage and this is 

unarguable—many relationships of contubernium were marriages. To summarize, 

slaves had no legal right to marry but this did not prevent them from forming 

marital relationships with other slaves, or even with free partners, in hope of a 

long-term partnership and, probably, children.900 Scholars have noted that slave 

marriage required “at least the tacit consent of the owner or owners of the slaves”901 

and Treggiari has also pointed out that “It was, other things being equal, in the 

interests of the slave-owner to encourage and protect (and sometimes decide) 

contubernia, both for the sake of morale in his household and for the sake of slave-

breeding.”902 It likely was sometimes at the behest of the owner or owners that two 

slaves would mate and it was a relationship of equals, in opposition to military 

                                       
900 Lisa A. Hughes, “More Than Just Another Piece of Pretty Portraiture:  A Note on the Relief 
of the Gessii,” Mouseion 47, 3rd Series (2003): 151-157 for a discussion of the rank and 
relationship between Gessia Fausta and Publius Gessius of the Romilian tribe. Sara Elise 
Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers (13 B.C. – A.D. 235), 231-236. 
901 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 53. 
902 Susan Treggiari, “Family Life among the Staff of the Volusii,” TAPA 105 (1975): 396. 
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contubernia, between a soldier and his “woman,” in which the soldier may have 

chosen not to acknowledge or raise the children of the union.903 In the course of 

civilian contubernium, however, the relationship might develop into a long-term one 

and, from that initial forced mating, we can imagine that companionship might 

have developed over time through shared experiences. This is the contubernium we 

see in the epitaphs—friendship of potentially (and likely) long-term partners who 

considered themselves married. However, the portrayal of women categorised by 

this term shows important ideological differences that come out on closer 

examination. What follows will illustrate the intriguing similarities and differences 

between contubernales and women called uxores or coniuges. 

 

I. Literary Evidence for Contubernales 

The first important difference is the ambiguity of the usage of contubernalis. 

While uxor and coniunx, when used in literary sources, always referred to a marital 

relationship, contubernalis did not. Although there are 168 references to 

contubernium and contubernales in Latin literature, most of these have little to do 

with marital relationships. Past studies of contubernium have examined it as a 

marital relationship904 but the majority of references have to do with non-marital 

comradeship—either between soldiers or between slaves or even among citizens—

and this is connected to the original meaning of contubernium (as a joining of con 

and taberna for dwelling together, with particular reference to soldiers). Cicero, for 

example, used the term contubernalis or contubernium repeatedly in various 

speeches and letters and all were related to friendship or the military.905 Pliny the 

Younger used the term almost as often as Cicero and all were references to 

friendship or companionship.906 In several other instances, it was used to mean 

                                       
903 Phang, Marriage of Soldiers, 239-240. 
904 See Treggiari, “Contubernales in CIL 6,” and Rawson, “Roman Concubinage.” More 
recently, see Phang, Marriage of Roman Soldiers, for contubernium and other military 
marriages. 
905 Cic. Verr. 2.5.104.10; Sull. 34.8; Sull. 44.4; Flac frBob.12.1; Flac. 24.10; Flac. 41.4; Cael. 
73.3; Planc. 27.6; Lig. 21.5; Brut. 105.4; Fam. 5.20.7.2; Fam. 9.20.1.5; Att. 2.14.2.5; Att. 
8.7.3.2; Att. 13.28.3.5; Att. 13.33.3.8.  
906 Plin. Ep. 1.2.5.3; Ep. 1.12.12.5; Ep. 1.24.1.1; Ep. 2.13.5.3; Ep. 2.17.29.4; Ep. 3.3.3.2; Ep. 
4.4.1.3; Ep. 4.19.6.2; Ep. 4.27.6.1; Ep. 5.14.9.4; Ep. 6.33.11.1; Ep. 7.15.3.1; Ep. 10.94.1.3; 
Pan. 86.5.6. For example, in Ep.1.12.12.5, Pliny wrote “I said to my friend” (“contubernali 
meo Caluisio dixi”) and this usage of contubernalis is typical of Pliny. 
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“messmate” for slave friendships or to mean “companion” or “comrade” in abstract 

senses, or to mean “dwelling” or “living quarters.”907 Thus, very few references in 

literature to contubernales were to spousal contubernales. When contubernium was a 

marital relationship between slaves, it appears to have been uninteresting to the 

majority of ancient authors outside of Cato and Columella, who both wrote about 

slave matters in their works on agriculture. Most other Roman authors seem to 

have taken little note of issues pertaining to the married life of slaves or former 

slaves. The few references that exist mention it as a slave relationship though it is 

not always clear that a marital relationship was meant. 

Columella and Petronius both used the term contubernalis for a slave wife or 

husband. However, they do not use it so frequently that we can term its usage as 

“vox propria for a slave ‘wife’ or ‘husband’.”908 Columella only used the term 

contubernalis three times; it was not a characteristic expression. He wrote that: “an 

overseer (vilicus) ought to have a woman companion (contubernalis) assigned to him 

to keep him within the bounds and also to be a help to him” (“sed qualicumque 

uilico contubernalis mulier adsignanda est quae et contineat eum et in quibusdam 

rebus tamen adiuvet”).909 The sense of this usage is distinctly marital.  

Petronius used it nine times in the Satyricon and it could, in this work, refer 

to a female companion of a slave in the sense of a wife but there were only four 

instances of this marital meaning in Petronius.910 Four of the remaining five 

                                       
907 Sen. Ep. 6.6.6 (=comrades); Ep. 9.4.1 (=associates/friends); Ep. 17.4.5 (=comrade); Ep. 
20.10.5 (=togetherness); Ep. 47.1.4 (= comrades): Ep. 70.17.3 (=dwelling place); Ep. 85.41.3 
(=household); Ep. 95.10.8 (=dwelling place); Ep. 102.27.7 (=company); Ep. 104.20.8 
(=companion); Ep. 107.3.5 (=messmates). 
908 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 43. It is not that Columella and Petronius use other terms 
more (although Columella does use variants of the coniu stem more frequently). It is simply 
that they do not use marital terms frequently at all. 
909 Columella, Rust. 1.8.5.1. For the character and desirability of the vilica/contubernalis, see 
also Columella, Rust. 12.1.1.6: Columella wrote that she should not be alcoholic, greedy, 
superstitious, stupid, or sleepy and she should not hang around other men too much. The 
duties of the vilica/contubernalis were examined for several pages by Columella. 
910 The four uses in Petronius that imply a marital relationship (all translations by J.P. 
Sullivan) are: Petron. Sat. 53.10.2. iam nomina uilicorum et repudiata a circumitore liberta in 
balneatoris contubernio deprehensa... = “Then the names of some bailiffs; the divorce of a 
freedwoman, the wife of a watchman, on the grounds of adultery with a bath-attendant…” 
Sullivan’s translation, 70. Petron. Sat. 70.10.4. cum Trimalchio: ‘permitto,’ inquit 'Philargyre et 
Cario, etsi prasinianus es famosus, dic et Menophilae, contubernali tuae, discumbat’. = 
“…when Trimalchio said: ‘Philargyrus—even though you are such a terrible fan of the 
Greens—you have my permission to join us. And tell your dear [contubernalis] Menophila to 
sit down as well’.” Petron. Sat. 71.2.2. Philargyro etiam fundum lego et contubernalem suam... 
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referred to male comrades or to lodging places and, as such, have been 

discounted.911 The last, spoken in a raging speech by the freedman Hermeros, a 

guest of Trimalchio, referred to a former female co-slave purchased to preserve her 

dignity—but the implication is unclear as to whether she had been purchased as a 

spouse or just as an act of kindness from a former co-slave with the meaning of 

friendship.912 This relationship is often interpreted as being marital and certainly 

could have been so.913 Contubernalis was used in the epitaphs for co-slave friends 

as well as for marital partners so it does not have to be marital and the sense of it 

can be ambiguous.914 If contubernalis was not vox propria for a slave wife, then what 

                                       
= “I’m giving Philargyrus a farm, what’s more, and the woman he lives with.” (as part of his 
discussion of his leniency to slaves, after inviting Philargyrus to table, Trimalchio told him of 
his plans to leave Philargyrus a farm and contubernalis). Sedgwick, note to 71.2.2: 
“contubernalis: 57.6 n.” referring to his note on 57.6 that states freedmen married women 
with whom they had been slaves. There are no other comments in Sedgwick on the other 
passages.  In the last passage, Petron. Sat. 96.7.1, the poet Eumolpus has started a brawl 
with the other residents of a lodging house where Encolpius and Giton are staying. 
Encolpius is pleased by the brawl because Eumolpus had become a rival for Giton’s 
affections. In the midst of the brawl, the manager arrives and yells at Eumolpus. He then 
states: ‘Contubernalis mea mihi fastum facit. ita, si me amas, maledic illam versibus, ut habeat 
pudorem’” = “The woman I’m living with is acting high and mighty with me. So be a friend 
and write some nasty verses about her so she’ll know her place.” The use of contubernalis is 
open to interpretation here. It appears marital but alternate translations show the different 
interpretations of this relationship as Rouse translates contubernalis as “mistress” with an 
ambiguous underlying relationship: “My mistress despises me. So curse her for me in 
rhyme, if you love me, and put shame to her” (Rouse’s 1956 Loeb translation, 193). Bruce 
Woodward Frier, “The Rental Market in Early Imperial Rome,” JRS 67 (1977): 27-37, 
especially 31 where Frier states that Bargates was “probably a freedman (96.4)” which would 
indicate that this was a marital contubernium relationship. Habermehl also sees this as a 
marital relationship between two slaves who could not legally marry. See Peter Habermehl, 
Petronius, Satyrica 79-141: Ein philologisch-literarischer kommentar (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter, 2006), 285. 
911 Petron. Sat. 11.4.1; Sat 24.3.1; Sat 92.4.2; frg 2.1.11.1. 
912 Petron. Sat. 57.6.2. glebulas emi, lamellulas paraui; uiginti uentres pasco et canem; 
contubernalem meam redemi, ne quis in <capillis> illius <sinu> manus tergeret; mille denarios 
pro capite solui; seuir gratis factus sum… Sullivan’s translation of 57.6.2 indicates that this 
was a marital relationship: “I bought my old woman’s freedom so no one could wipe his dirty 
hands on her hair.” J.P. Sullivan, translation and notes of Petronius, the Satyricon and 
Seneca, the Apocolocyntosis. Markham: Penguin Books Canada, Ltd., 1977), 69.  
913 The Cena Trimalchionis of Petronius. 2nd edition, ed. W. B. Sedgwick (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1964), 115, n. Sedgwick’s comment reads: “freedmen often married women who had 
been slaves with them (71.2).” “manus tergeret, &c., ‘make cheap of her’.”  
914 My original inscription search for contubern* resulted in 387 inscriptions. Of those, 
approximately two hundred are between opposite sex partners and may be considered 
marital (176 commemorate females). The rest were either fragmentary or illustrated same-
sex relationships which I took to be friendship or military relations though, upon reading 
Phang, these may need to be re-evaluated. See Appendix A for more information on sample 
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was? There seems to be no clear answer. A variety of terms including contubernalis, 

vilica, and mulier were used in the sources.915 Similarly, contubernalis did not 

frequently appear in other authors referring to slave marriage. A brief discussion of 

the remaining literary passages that refer to marital contubernium will highlight the 

rarity of this in the upper-class literature. 

In Seneca the Elder, contubernium was used only once to refer to the 

marriage of a freed slave to his former master’s daughter in an imaginary legal case: 

In contubernium deducta servi domina est: ita iste dexteram sororis meae nisi 
dum manu mittitur non contigit. 

 

                                       
sizes. See Phang, “Chapter Nine: Homosexual Relationships,” in Marriage of Roman Soldiers, 
262ff. 
915 Vilica is the feminine form of vilicus which means “bailiff” and was often used to refer to 
the slave overseer of a farm, though the slave status of the vilicus is debated (see Walter 
Scheidel, “Free-Born and Manumitted Bailiffs in the Graeco-Roman World,” Classical 
Quarterly, n.s. 40 (1990): 591). The vilica was the female slave who was given to him as a 
help-mate and, therefore, is seen very much as a slave wife. An ancilla is a slave-girl. Both 
are mentioned in Latin literature but rarely in the epitaphs. They are, largely, beyond the 
scope of the current investigation. Ancillae are frequently found in Latin literature (over four-
hundred references) and most are not relevant to the current study. A vilica is mentioned in 
literature only about fifty times and more than half of these are in Cato, Varro, and 
Columella. This woman was related to farming and work. A lack of choice in this 
relationship is clear and is related to the origin of all slave marriages. In a sentence 
immediately after a discussion on vilicae, Cato informed the reader that if the master had 
given a woman to his overseer (vilicus) to be a wife, then the man should keep himself 
content with her (see Cato, Agr. 143). Columella also made it clear when he listed the 
attributes of the vilica, that the choice is the master’s and not that of the vilicus (see 
Columella, Rust. 12.1). This couple did not choose to be married—they were put together by 
the slave owner for his own needs and purposes. Was this, then, any different from a legal 
Roman marriage where the father told his daughter she would marry the man he had 
chosen and she made the best of it? Perhaps not though evidence exists that some upper-
class free women were very involved in their choice of marriage partners (see the section on 
Tullia and Fulvia). If the vilica and the vilicus continued together, perhaps they would attain 
a certain degree of harmony and affection and this would then make them contubernales in 
the marital sense; this avenue of research ought to be explored more fully outside the 
current study. What becomes clear, however, is that slave marriages existed under other 
terms; when those other terms are examined, a lack of choice is paramount. Free marriage 
partners were also likely no different at the beginning of many of their marriages. There are 
only thirteen inscriptions recording vilicae, which makes this a difficult group to look at in 
the epitaphs. See Avezzano 00033; CIL 01, 00504 (p 902) = CIL 15, 06905 = ILLRP 01193; 
CIL 03, 02118; CIL 03, 05611c = ILLPRON 01001; CIL 03, 05616 = IBR 00437 = AEA 2005, 
+00064; CIL 06, 13328 = CIL 05, *00364,1; CIL 08, 05384 = CIL 08, 17500 = ILAlg-01, 
00323; CIL 11, 00356; CIL 11, 00871 = D 07369; ILBulg 00233 = AE 1927, 00050; IMS-06, 
00028; NSA-1899-66; NTAbruzzo 00004 = SupIt-22-A, 00124 = AE 1997, 00455; SupIt-18-
R, 00024 = AE 2000, 00422. There are seventy commemorations of ancillae but very few are 
overtly spousal (four mention coniuges and one has a maritus mentioned). 
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The mistress was escorted—to cohabit with her slave. So it was that this 
man never touched my sister’s hand, except when he was manumitted.916  

 
This relationship would clearly have qualified as contubernium and was spoken of 

quite disparagingly in the piece (not surprising given the upper-class bias against a 

freeborn woman marrying below her status). Although contubernium was the correct 

term, it was used only in this one instance in the passage. In the rest of the piece, 

other marital terms denoting legal marriage were used instead. The girl was 

betrothed (desponsa est puella)917 and the freed slave was referred to as her maritus 

and not her contubernalis.918 In this made-up example, the relationship would 

clearly have been a legal marriage since it took place after the manumission of the 

slave and all the terminology associated with it was the terminology of legal 

marriage. It was objected to on moral grounds (i.e. how dare a man marry his 

freeborn daughter off to a no-good former slave; he must have been insane to do so) 

rather than on legal grounds. As Evans-Grubbs has noted, it offended the Romans 

as it upset the hierarchy of male over female and shamed the honour of a free 

family to have a free woman married to a freedman.919 However, this passage also 

gives us only the point of view of the upper-class men (the daughter’s point of view 

is never given nor is the freedman’s). These references, therefore, add little to the 

understanding of the term and what it really meant to a woman or to her partner 

for her to be called a contubernalis.  

By far the most references to marital contubernium appear in the Digest. This 

work contains twenty-five references to contubernales, several of which refer to the 

companion or mate of a slave as his contubernalis.920 Unfortunately, very little is 

said about the nature of this relationship, though the Digest clearly recognised it. 

                                       
916 Sen. Controv. 7.6.12.2. Winterbottom’s 1974 Loeb translation. 
917 Sen. Controv. 7.6.5. 
918 I will point out that this is a very early instance of the usage of maritus for a husband. 
Cicero used it only rarely but Seneca the Elder used it quite often in his Controversiae and it 
is usually found in later authors. 
919 Evans-Grubbs, “Marriages More Shameful,” 125-126. 
920 Dig. 13.6.21.1.1; Dig. 13.6.21.1.3; Dig. 21.1.35.pr.4; Dig. 23.2.14.3.3; Dig. 23.2.14.3.4; 
Dig. 32.1.39.1.3; Dig. 32.1.41.2.2; Dig. 32.1.41.5.2; Dig. 32.1.41.5.3; Dig. 33.7.12.33.1; Dig. 
33.7.20.1.3; Dig. 34.1.20.1.3; Dig. 34.2.40.pr.1; Dig. 34.9.14.pr.2; Dig. 35.1.81.pr.2; Dig. 
35.1.81.pr.9; Dig. 40.4.59.pr.5; Dig. 40.5.41.15.3; Dig. 40.7.31.1.2; Dig. 40.7.31.1.3; Dig. 
40.7.31.1.6; Dig. 48.5.12.1.2; Dig. 49.16.5.7.1; Dig. 50.16.184.pr.1; Dig. 50.16.220.1.2. 
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For example, in 21.1.35, in reference to returning slaves due to health problems, 

Ulpian wrote that slaves in contubernium were considered family:  

ULPIANUS libro primo ad edictum aedilium curulium. Plerumque propter 
morbosa mancipia etiam non morbosa redhibentur, si separari non possint sine 
magno incommodo uel ad pietatis rationem offensam. quid enim, si filio retento 
parentes redhibere maluerint uel contra? quod et in fratribus et in personas 
contubernio sibi coniunctas obseruari oportet [sic].  
 
ULPIAN, Curule Aediles’ Edict, book 1: Healthy slaves are generally returned 
on account of those who are diseased when they cannot be separated 
without great inconvenience or affront to family ties. Suppose that I wish to 
return the parents but keep their son or vice versa. The same is true in 
respect of brothers and those linked in a servile quasi-matrimonial 
relationship.921  

 
It would be an offence against pietas to break up families as pietas was the 

foundation of the Roman family.922 Digest 23.2.14.3 also recognized the importance 

of the contubernium relationship; it stated that the prohibition on inter-family 

marriages applied to those people who were in contubernium.  

Idem tamen, quod in seruilibus cognationibus constitutum est, etiam in 
seruilibus adfinitatibus seruandum est, ueluti ut eam, quae in contubernio 
patris fuerit, quasi nouercam non possim ducere, et contra eam, quae in 
contubernio filii fuerit, patrem quasi nurum non ducere: aeque nec matrem 
eius, quam quis in seruitute uxorem habuit, quasi socrum. cum enim cognatio 
seruilis intellegitur, quare non et adfinitas intellegatur? sed in re dubia certius 
et modestius est huiusmodi nuptiis abstinere. 
 
The same rule which applied to blood relationship between slaves must also 
be observed in cases of relationship by marriage between slaves. So, for 
example, I cannot marry a woman who lived with my father while they were 
slaves just as if she were my stepmother, and conversely, a father cannot 
marry the woman who lived with his son while they were slaves, just as if 
she were his daughter-in-law. Nor can anyone marry the mother of a woman 

                                       
921 Dig. 21.1.35.pr.4. Watson’s translation. Watson translates this as “those linked in a 
servile quasi-matrimonial relationship” which is very cumbersome. Perhaps simply “those 
joined in slave marriage” would be better. See Digest of Justinian, eds., Theodor Mommsen 
and Paul Kruger, trans. Alan Watson (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1985), 
614. Metzger’s Roman Law website lists no corrections for this passage. 
http://iuscivile.com/materials/digest/indices.shtml 
922 As Sigismund-Nielsen notes: “Pietas seems to have been central in the Romans’ 
understanding of blood relations. In pietas lies the expectations you would have to your 
close family of dutiful and loving obligation, an expectation not frequently found outside the 
family.” Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 84. For more on pietas and its importance to 
the Roman family, see Saller, “Chapter 5: Pietas and patria potestas: obligation and power in 
the Roman household” in Patriarchy, Property, and Death, 102ff. Also see Saller, “Pietas, 
Obligation, and Authority,” 399 and 401-403. 
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he lived with in slavery, just as if she were his mother-in-law; for since blood 
relationship between slaves is recognized, why not relationship by marriage 
as well? But in doubtful cases it is more certain and more decent not to 
marry in these circumstances.923  

 

Thus, the Digest recognized the importance of contubernium for creating family ties, 

and through these ties, pietas. Outside of this area, the Digest found contubernium 

relatively uninteresting—especially when compared to the special attention paid to 

concubinage (see Chapter 5). 

In the Digest, a relationship between a soldier and his sister’s daughter was 

also referred to as contubernium; in this example, the soldier was liable to a charge 

of adultery (or stuprum924) even though it was not considered a legal marriage. 

Militem, qui sororis filiam in contubernio habuit, licet non in matrimonium, 
adulterii poena teneri rectius dicetur.  
 
It is more correctly said that a soldier who has the daughter of his sister as 
his concubine [=in contubernium] is liable to the penalty for adultery even 
though there is no marriage. (my emphasis)925  

 

Why was this not a legal marriage? There are two reasons. First, though neither 

partner would appear to have been a slave, it is likely called contubernium in this 

case because marriage between a man and his sister’s daughter was prohibited and 

it could not, therefore, be a legal marriage.926 However, though capacity was 

                                       
923 Dig. 23.2.14.3. Watson’s translation; Metzger has no corrections for this passage. 
924 McGinn, “Lex Iulia,” 359, n. 103. McGinn, who also seems to think that the intended 
relationship was concubinage and not contubernium, says the following: “The reasons behind 
Papinian’s evident reluctance to approve concubinage with ingenuae outright are illustrated 
by another text, where he holds that a soldier involved sexually with his sister’s daughter is 
liable for stuprum if the parties intended concubinage, not marriage: Pap. D. 48.5.12(11).1 
(note the incongruent reference to the adulterii poena). Lenience was generally accorded to 
partners in incestuous relationships if these aimed at marriage and were entered upon in 
ignorance of the law (even so, violations of the ius gentium were punished severely), although 
the union was ordered to be broken up: Idem D. eod. 39(38) pr.-7. Partners in non-marital 
incest faced a duplex crimen, consisting of incest and stuprum: Idem D. eod. 39(38).1; Marcii. 
D. 48.18.5 Obviously, concern with concubinage serving as a screen for, or simply 
amounting to stuprum existed where incest was not a factor, above all where the juridical 
and especially social status of the parties was similar.” This is not, however, referred to as 
concubinage by the jurists but as contubernium indicating that it may be seen by them as an 
illegal (or not legally recognised) marriage in that intent was present but capacity (due to 
incest) was lacking. 
925 Dig. 48.5.12.1.2. Watson’s translation.  
926 Gaius, Instit. I.62. The basis for this rule was Claudius’ marriage to Agrippina resulting in 
the stipulation that a man can marry his brother’s daughter but not his sister’s daughter. 
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lacking, the intent to be married was there through ignorance of the law (thus 

distinguishing this from concubinage where intent was lacking).927 Second, this 

man was a soldier and soldiers could not marry for most of the imperial period. 

Unfortunately, as this passage is from Papinian (c.142-212), the exact dating of this 

episode is difficult and so it is impossible to know if it occurred before or after 

Septimius Severus made marriage for soldiers legal in 197, if he actually did, as 

Papinian’s writings straddle this period.928 If this incident occurred before soldiers 

could legally marry, then contubernium was the correct term for a man in an 

intended marital union who legally could not marry anyone. If it occurred after the 

ban was lifted, then we are back to the inappropriate nature of the relationship: a 

man cannot marry his niece in the maternal line. Phang’s view is that this was the 

reason: the marriage was not a marriage because it involved incest and not because 

the man was a soldier.929 However, in this case, intent to be married existed which 

resulted in the adultery/stuprum charges.930 This indicates that the term 

contubernium was not always used to describe a relationship in which one partner 

had previously been a slave931 but could also be used to describe marriages where 

the intent was present but the legal capacity was not for a reason unrelated to 

servile status.  

Outside of references such as these, it does not appear that the relationship 

of contubernium was of much concern to the jurists—it did not appear to have 

caused them problems in the same way that concubinage did (see Chapter 5)—it 

was simply the term used for a relationship that looked like marriage but legally 

could not be. The reason for this was likely due to the natures of the two 

relationships. Contubernium was not problematic because it was, for the most part, 

                                       
927 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 38. “Men were forbidden to marry the daughters, 
granddaughters, and great granddaughters of their sisters.” See also Gardner, Women in 
Roman Law, 35. Gardner notes that “The precedent of the emperor Claudius made it 
possible for a woman to be married to her paternal uncle; however, maternal uncles and 
aunts on either side were excluded by imperial constitutions, and in the course of the early 
empire the rules seem to have been explicitly formulated and laid down.” For this, Gardner 
cites Gaius, Institutes, I.62. 
928 See Peter Garnsey, “Septimius Severus and the Marriage of Soldiers,” California Studies in 
Classical Antiquity 3 (1970): 45-53 for the view that Severus never did grant marriage rights 
to soldiers. For more on soldier marriage, see Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers. 
929 Phang, The Marriage of Roman Soldiers, 107. 
930 McGinn, “Concubinage,” 359, n. 103.  
931 Treggiari, “Contubernales.” Certainly military marriages were formally, though not always 
in practice, referred to by contubernium as well. 
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a horizontal relationship between equals (e.g. two slaves, a slave and a former slave, 

two former slaves) while concubinage, in the Digest, often appeared as a vertical 

relationship between two people of very unequal status (e.g. a free man of high 

status and his liberta) with implications for inheritance (see Chapter 5). As with 

other literary sources, the legal sources do little to shed light on what it meant to be 

called a contubernalis. It is clear that the relationship, in the literature, was thought 

of as a servile-based marital union without legal capacity but it is equally clear that 

the upper-class authors, including the legal writers, thought only infrequently 

about contubernium. This provides little insight into what it meant to a Roman 

couple to call the female a contubernalis. As a result, it is necessary to turn to the 

inscriptions where far more marital-style contubernium relationships were recorded. 

 

II. Inscriptional Evidence for Contubernales 

The portrait of contubernales found in the epitaphs is actually more complex 

than that seen in Latin literature and yet, upon close inspection, there are great 

similarities in the treatment of this term in the two sets of evidence. In Latin 

literature, context informs of the marital or non-marital nature of the relationship 

indicated by contubernalis. This is not the case in the epitaphs. Whereas 

contubernales as spouses seem to have made little impact on Latin literature, to 

judge by the number and type of references, they appear to have a greater presence 

in the epitaphs. Contubernalis was the third most common term for a female 

partner commemorated by a man after coniunx and uxor.932  

!

Table E (repeated): Distribution of Terms of Relationship 

Term of Relationship Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Amica 36 1.7 
Concubina 98 4.6 
Coniunx 1,292 60.9 
Contubernalis 176 8.3 
Marita 14 0.7 
Uxor 382 18.0 

 

                                       
932 There are 176 female commemorated contubernales in the current sample (8.3%). See 
Appendix B, Table 1 and Graph 1. 
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What becomes apparent, however, through a comparison to these two 

marital terms was that the sample of contubernales did not always imitate the 

pattern for legally termed wives. It has become increasingly clear that the term was 

not used uniformly in the epitaphs to mean “wife” in the strict and equivalent sense 

of coniunx.933 It often, it seems, had the more literary meaning of “friend” or 

“comrade.” This is in keeping with the nature of this relationship and with marital 

relationships in general, though the portrayal of a contubernium marital friendship 

was not the same as a coniunx marital friendship.  

First, these were relationships that began while one or both of the partners 

were slaves. Second, it is highly unlikely that the partners chose each other to start 

the relationship. Roman marriages were arranged and free couples could have little 

choice in their marriage partners (certainly their first marriage partner).934 It is 

unlikely  that slaves would have had more freedom of choice in marriage than free 

Romans or than they did in any other aspect of their lives. More likely is the 

scenario in which the owner chose for two slaves to have a relationship. From this 

forced relationship, a friendship developed over time and was commemorated as 

such. Alternatively, it is likely that slaves could and did make friends voluntarily 

with other slaves and the relationship actually was one of friendship and little 

more. In order to examine this, it is necessary to illustrate the portrayal of a 

contubernalis and how it compared to those found for terms denoting legally 

married wives. 

First, the contubernalis was half as likely as expected to be buried in a 

household tomb.935 Perhaps, given the association of household tombs with both 

the very formal term uxor and the higher status of freeborn, this should come as no 

surprise to us. A greater number than expected were found in unknown grave types 

(their tombstones were not associated with columbaria and do not have the markers 

of a household tomb but were probably small-scale burials). This is opposite the 

                                       
933 Contra see Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 43; Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 283. On 287, 
Rawson writes of her “principle that when a person applies a term such as contubernalis or 
amica to a member of the opposite sex their relationship is probably sexual.” As noted above, 
Treggiari sees this word as the “vox propria” for a slave spouse. 
934 See Treggiari, Roman Marriage, Chapters 3 and 4. 
935 See Appendix B, Table 8 and Graphs 6-8. 
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pattern found for both uxores and coniuges but was in keeping with the trends seen 

for the very small group of amicae examined.  

What, then, was the status of the female contubernales and how did this 

information, when placed on their tombstones, add to the depiction of them? The 

first thing worth noting is that fewer than statistically expected were listed as either 

free or freeborn (as discussed in the introduction and Appendix A, numbers 

referred to as “expected” indicate the statistically expected value provided by SPSS 

with actual values being higher or lower than expected).936  

 

Table K: Status Breakdown of Female Contubernales, Coniuges, and Uxores  

(Actual v. Expected) 
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Act.% 51.1 1.1 8 1.7 0.6 0.6 6.3 1.1 26.7 
Contubernales 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 

Act.% 71.6 3.2 3.3 1.3 0.5 0.9 0.5 0.7 15.6 
Coniuges 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 

Act.% 64.9 10.7 9.4 0.5 0.8 1.3 0 0 10.2 
Uxores Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 

 

For the free category, this pattern is the opposite of that seen for coniuges; for the 

freeborn category, it is the opposite of the pattern for uxores. As noted for legal 

wives, status affected the choice of term used on an epitaph. Not unexpectedly, 

slaves and single names were over-represented for contubernales. The slaves should 

not surprise us—contubernium was, after all, a form of slave marriage. Low status 

should not be unexpected. What is, perhaps, a surprise is the high number of 

contubernales found in the single name group. Almost twice as many contubernales 

as one might expect statistically were commemorated with only a single name (they 

listed no nomen). A nomen was a sign that one was a free Roman person and the 

lack of a nomen, according to past scholarship on the topic, would seem highly 

                                       
936 See Appendix B, Table 16 and Graphs 80-87, particularly 85 for contubernales. 
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suggestive of a servile status or origin.937 Therefore, there seems to exist a high 

correlation between the use of the term contubernalis and the lack of the use of a 

nomen. This would seem, at first glance, to support previous suggestions that 

people commemorated with the term contubernalis were partners in slave-marriages 

and members of slave-families. This may not, however, have been indisputably the 

case. If we consider these epitaphs from perspectives that go beyond status to 

issues of gender, physical location, and type of relationship, an alternative 

explanation presents itself.  

First, we will address the gender bias. A single name on an epitaph for a 

married woman would not necessarily be indicative of her status.938 In the current 

sample, two-thirds of the single name inscriptions recorded women with a single 

name. It is unlikely that there was a status bias in favour of married women being 

slaves (and not all of these single name inscriptions were found with the term 

contubernalis). Thus, to assume that a single name was indicative of slave status is 

to ignore a gender bias in the nomenclature found in marital inscriptions. If status 

had been the only factor in the use of single names, then there should not be the 

gender bias that is present in the current sample with two-thirds of single name 

inscriptions recording women.  

In addition to gender being a factor in the use of a single name indication, 

physical location was also a factor. Use of a single name could be a space-saving 

device.939 The physical location of single name inscriptions may, therefore, be an 

                                       
937 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 46, n. 11. Treggiari admits that some single-named 
individuals may not have been slaves but that in general the single name supports slave 
status. Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 283-284, admits this might be a space saving device 
but still classifies single-named persons as serva(?) and also classifies persons with nomina 
but not filiations as incerti. For slave status versus space saving, see also P.R.C. Weaver, 
Familia Caesaris: A Social Study of the Emperor’s Freedmen and Slaves (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1972), 83ff. 
938 For the changing naming practices found for Roman women, in general, see M. Kajava, 
Roman Female Praenomina: Studies in the Nomenclature of Roman Women (Acta Instituti 
Romani Finlandiae 14, 1995). For a gender bias in Roman naming in inscriptions, see Iiro 
Kajanto, The Latin Cognomina (Helsinki: Helsingfors, 1965), 19 and 29.  
939 Treggiari, “Contubernales in CIL 6,” 46; Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 65; Rawson, 
“Concubinage,” 284; Weaver, Familia Caesaris, 113 and 83. Weaver’s arguments are 
convincing. He writes: “a single personal name often, perhaps usually, points to slave status 
especially if the name is of Greek derivation, but not always and certainly not as a rule. A 
single name is not an indisputable proof of slave status. The nomen can be omitted as well 
as the praenomen, and both were often omitted by the freed as well as the freeborn.” He 
explains (84) that status indications by both freed and freeborn become increasingly rare 
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important factor in determining if this was the case. For the most part, 

contubernium inscriptions were associated with inexpensive burials. Uxores and 

maritae were less likely than expected to be commemorated with a single name but 

they were also more likely to be buried in household tombs with large inscriptions 

where the space allowed for full names. The fact that the majority of contubernales 

were commemorated with small inscriptions of unknown burial type (but with none 

of the markers for large-scale household tombs) indicates that these were not 

wealthy people. Space and money may have been of more concern while social 

display, due to the type of burial and lack of money, was of less concern; as a 

result, full names were shortened to single names.  

The last factor affecting the use of full nomenclature was, most importantly, 

the type of relationship being commemorated. All marriages (whether contubernium 

or legal) were familial relationships. Status was not relevant to the form and 

function of the relationship between a wife and her husband as it would be for a 

patron-freedperson relationship or for an honorific inscription where names and 

status were of great importance. Sigismund-Nielsen has, in fact, shown that “status 

(particularly freedman and slave status) was primarily mentioned in order to 

characterise work relationships and relationships of patronage. A wish among 

freedmen to create a family is not revealed in epitaphs mentioning status.”940 Joshel 

has also noted that “the use of a name most familiar to the commemorator of an 

epitaph may account for the absence of nomen.”941 This indicates that close 

personal relationships led to the use of familiar names, even on tombstones. This 

agrees with the current findings in which deliberate status indications were 

relatively rare for spousal inscriptions regardless of term, with the exception of the 

publicly displayed uxores. Status was unimportant to familial or intimate 

relationships except at higher and well defined status levels. 

                                       
outside the familia caesaris as time goes by which accounts for the high number of single 
name epitaphs in general. For the current sample, chronology does not seem to be the factor 
as most datable single-name inscriptions are from the first century when status was of more 
importance on inscriptions. See also Iiro Kajanto, Onomastic Studies in the Early Christian 
Inscriptions of Rome and Carthage (Helsinki: Acta Instituti Romani Finlandiae 2, 1963), 13-
14. Kajanto is also convincing: “the praenomen and the nomen had been suppressed…” and, 
although he concedes that some single-named individuals may have been slaves, he argues 
that this is a space saver in “not a few cases.” 
940 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 80. 
941 Joshel, Work, Identity, and Legal Status, 39. 
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While status may have been one factor in the use of the tria nomina, or lack 

thereof, there were other factors that may have been more important. To 

summarize: A man was burying his wife in an inexpensive grave that was not 

necessarily intended for social display; he did not have the money/space to put her 

full name or his own nor was it of importance to do so as she had been his wife. Her 

status was not his priority in commemorating her, as it had not been a primary 

component of their relationship. Consequently, though the occurrence of single 

named individuals is exaggerated in the contubernium sample, this should not be 

taken as an indicator of servile origin but rather as a cultural indicator of the 

closeness of the relationship and the lack of interest in the partners as being 

perceived as freeborn/free Romans. The man was commemorating his wife, whom 

he considered a friend, and so her full name was not necessary. 

What about the status of their partners and the pairings by status? Not 

surprisingly, the pairing of a free partner with a freed partner (either male or 

female) is under-represented whereas pairings of a freed or imperial freed male with 

a freed female are over-represented.942 Thus, the idea that this was a relationship 

that began while one partner was a slave and continued after gaining freedom is 

supported. Slave men with free female partners are under-represented—this may 

not be a surprise given the status difference, the shame associated with such 

relationships, and the legal problems for women engaged in such relationships. As 

Evans-Grubbs explains: 

A free woman who lived in contubernium with someone else’s slave fell under 
the provisions of the senatusconsultum Claudianum of 52 A.D., and became 
the slave of her partner’s owner if the owner had not agreed to the union, or 
his freedwoman if he had agreed. Children of the union might also be slaves 
even when the mother remained free, although normally children of unions 
not recognized by Roman law took their mother’s status.943  
 

If this was the result of a free woman living in contubernium with a slave, it should 

not be unexpected that this particular pairing is lacking in the current sample. 

Significantly, imperial slaves married to free or freeborn Roman women are over-

represented which supports Weaver’s theories on the perceived status of members 

                                       
942 See Appendix B, Table 22. 
943 See Evans-Grubbs, “Marriage More Shameful,” 128, for the shame and legal problems.  
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of the imperial household.944 This supports the view that the discrimination one 

might have felt by being “married” to a slave was mitigated by that slave being a 

member of the imperial household. In fact, it was not just that the shame was 

mitigated: the status of the freewoman “married” to the imperial slave was actually 

increased by her association with the imperial household. Again, as Evans-Grubbs 

discusses: 

Because of the high prestige and unusual opportunities for advancement 
available to members of the emperor’s slave familia, contubernium with an 
imperial slave was an attractive option for some freeborn women (who might 
themselves be the daughters of imperial freedmen), despite the fact that this 
could not become a legitimate marriage until the slave was freed.945  

 

Consequently, the high number of pairings between imperial slaves and freewomen 

is not unexpected. 

Significantly, more contubernales were datable to the first century C.E. than 

there ought to be with a sharp decline in the second and third centuries.946 There 

were no Christian contubernales, likely because Christians recognized mixed-status 

marriages.947 When looking at imperial nomina, this can be narrowed down to the 

Julio-Claudian period.948 There was a spike in usage during this period followed by 

a decline immediately afterwards under the Flavians which would continue under 

all later nomina. Contubernium was mainly a relationship of the early imperial 

period. There are, at least, three reasons behind this.  

First, as Evans-Grubbs noted, above, “A free woman who lived in 

contubernium with someone else’s slave fell under the provisions of the 

senatusconsultum Claudianum of 52 A.D., and became the slave of her partner’s 

owner.”949 This indicates that the legal provisions punishing mixed status 

marriages under Claudius may have reduced the number of mixed status marriages 

resulting in the decline seen in the Flavian period in the use of the term 

                                       
944 See Weaver, Familia Caesaris, 295. 
945 Evans-Grubbs, “Marriage More Shameful,” 128. 
946 See Appendix B, Table 15 and Graphs 67-78.  
947 Evans-Grubbs, “Marriage More Shameful,” 132-134. Evans-Grubbs points out that some 
Church Fathers thought it preferable for an upper-class Christian woman to marry a 
Christian man of a lower status rather than to enter into a dangerous mixed-religion 
marriage with an equal-status pagan. This is supported by tombstones showing the 
intermarriage of high-status Christian women to low-status Christian men. 
948 See Appendix B, Table 14 and Graphs 53-58 and 64. 
949 See Evans-Grubbs, “Marriage More Shameful,” 128, for the shame and legal problems.  
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contubernalis. Second, the decrease in explicitly depicted contubernium marriage is 

in keeping with research that finds slaves and freedmen rising to prominence under 

Claudius and then falling out of favour under the Flavians. It is also significant 

because there is an increase in the usage of familial terms of relation over servile 

terms of relation following Claudius950 and the current findings on contubernales 

support this. By the time of the Flavians, couples in servile-based marital 

relationships no longer distinguished themselves from couples in non-servile 

marital relationships: they were simply married couples and referred to each other 

by legitimate marital terms (likely coniunx as we have seen that there were servile 

couples who uses the term coniunx). Third, the companionate basis implicit in the 

use of contubernalis would be at odds with the later depiction of marriage seen in 

Chapter 3. With the rise of sentimentalizing and moralising epithets and the 

corresponding decrease in the depiction of “friendship” marriages, the use of 

contubernalis, a friendship-based marital term, decreased as well. The epithets 

associated with contubernales support the view that this was a friendship-based 

marriage. 

As shown by the simplified graphs included here, and the more complete 

tables in Appendix B, the pattern of epithet usage for contubernales is not exactly 

what one would expect of a married woman. It does not entirely match the pattern 

seen for either coniuges or uxores though it shares elements of both.951 It is possible 

that the epithets will help us to understand this more and to see differences or 

similarities in the comparison between terms. 

First, the usage rate of epithets for contubernales has more in common with 

amicae than with either coniuges or uxores. Uxores were least likely to be 

commemorated with an epithet (66%) while coniuges were most likely (81%). This is 

likely explained by the fact that uxores were mostly found in household tombs, 

which lack epithets because they were set up before death. Coniuges, and most 

other terms, were found mostly on unknown burial-type epitaphs or columbaria 

that were set up after death. Therefore, they contain more epithets as an immediate 

                                       
950 Personal Correspondence with Beverly Johnson in discussion of her research into the 
families of the freedmen of Claudius for her forthcoming thesis. Beverly Johnson, "The 
Anomalies in the Epitaphs of the Emperor Claudius' Freedmen and Slaves.” MA Thesis, 
Calgary: University of Calgary. To Be Defended: 2010. 
951 See Appendix B, Table 10. 
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reaction to the death and the grief felt. Contubernales and amicae fall in the middle 

(72% and 75% respectively) with more epithets used than for uxores.  

More interestingly, there are differences in the variety of terms used. 

Coniuges have a great variety of epithets applied to them. They are found 

commemorated with eighteen epithets and a vast number of epithetical expressions 

(69). The same pattern is found for uxores with the exception of univira (there are 

no univirae uxores). The same pattern was not found for contubernales or for 

amicae. Only one epithetical expression and only thirteen of the common epithets 

were used on contubernium inscriptions. More epithetical expressions (seven) were 

used to characterise amicae but only fourteen of the regularly occurring epithets 

were found. Already a difference in the quantity and variety of epithet usage has 

emerged between these terms. The specific epithet usage also shows intriguing 

differences. The similarities to amicae are interesting because, as Appendix C 

discusses, the trend of this very small sample is indicative of a friendship 

regardless, in most cases, of the gender of the pair. Contubernium has similarities to 

friendship as well, but with a strong marital component too.  

 

Graph B: Epithet Usage Comparing Contubernales, Coniuges, and Uxores to the 
Statistically Expected Usage Rate 
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When specific epithets are examined, Age at Death was found to be more 

important to contubernales than one would expect and more so than for coniuges or 

uxores.952 Since this epithet is not found at unusually high rates for either the first 

century C.E. as a whole or for the smaller Julio-Claudian period (when the majority 

of contubernales are found), this phenomenon must be considered unique to first 

century contubernales. It was the most important epithet and adds to the marital 

nature of these relationships, as its use is comparable to that of wives, though at 

higher rates. As illustrated in Chapter 3, age was associated with spouses as an 

epithetical expression of lost expectations. 

The average Age at Death of a contubernalis was not so different from that of 

an uxor or a coniunx (27.5 years versus 29.5 for each of the other two) and this is in 

keeping with other studies.953 But the mode, the most commonly used age, was 

quite different. Ten of the sixty-three contubernales were between 16 and 19 years 

when they died, twenty-eight were in their 20s, eighteen were in their 30s, three 

each were in their 40s and 50s and one was fragmentary. This means that although 

the mode for contubernales was 30, it was actually much more common to 

commemorate a contubernalis who was in her twenties (44.4%) and even more 

common to commemorate one who was under 30 (60%). When the associated 

epithets are examined, one sees that more epithets were associated with younger 

ages at death and, in fact, the epitaph with the most sentimentalizing descriptors 

commemorated a contubernalis who died at age 21 after a relationship that lasted 

nine years (making her 12 when it began).954 For coniuges, the emphasis was on the 

ages 20 and 25 for the mode; a slightly smaller majority of coniuges were 

commemorated as being under 30 (56%). Contubernales were older. The reason why 

contubernales were older may be unanswerable. Many contubernales were freed 

which might indicate a later-in-life partnership. However, many slaves were freed 

                                       
952 See Appendix B, Graph 10. 
953 Hopkins, “Age of Roman Girls,” 323. 
954 CIL 6.12387. Arriae / [??]e castissim(ae) / [vix(it) an]nis XXI / [contu]bernali suae / [bene 
mer]itae cum qua v(ixit) a(nnos) IX. My translation: [Name lost made this for] _____ Arria [ 
lacuna ] his very chaste and deserving contubernalis who lived for 21 years and with whom 
he lived for 9 years. 
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while young so this may not have been the reason.955 We simply cannot know but it 

is a relevant factor to consider. 

Interestingly, length of marriage was not important to contubernales, though 

it was very important to coniuges.956 LOM was applied to uxores less than expected 

but still at a much higher rate than contubernales, for which there are only three 

marriage lengths recorded.957 It might appear, given the lower status of these 

couples, that longevity of relationship was not expected. Given the ability of slave-

owners, whether it was considered proper or not, to arbitrarily sell off slaves thus 

breaking up relationships of contubernium with the same heavy-handedness that 

might have forced the relationship to begin, this perhaps should not surprise. If one 

was a slave, one could not count on being together with one’s spouse for as long as 

one might wish and death may not have been the greatest cause of a lost spouse. 

This may indicate that marital contubernales were not concerned with the length of 

the marriage as much as with the quality of it indicated by alternate epithets. A 

second reason could be that Age at Death was preferred to LOM for this group as 

the numeric value of choice for signifying loss. Also, the graphic space required for 

an age at death (abbreviations such as “v.a.XXIII” were common for age at death as 

opposed to phrases such as “qua vixit XVIII”) may mean that age at death was 

preferred as cost effective: it took less space on the tombstone than LOM. The 

absence of LOM is still striking. 

However, the greatest two factors appear to be time period and religion. Of 

the women commemorated with a LOM, only one quarter (44/163 = 27%) belonged 

to the first century. Almost half were in the second century or later (78/163 = 48%) 

and when Flavian inscriptions are added into this group, it rises to over half 

(Flavian = 12; 90/163 = 55%). This means that Length of Marriage was a late 

epithet—it was mainly used on tombstones erected after the second century. 

Contubernales were found on earlier, specifically Julio-Claudian tombstones. 

Therefore, it should not be surprising that the two are not found together.  

 
!

                                       
955 Keith Hopkins, Slaves and Conquerors (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 
127. Three/fifths of slaves may have been freed before the age of thirty. 
956 See Appendix B, Graph 16. 
957 CIL 6.12387 (9 years); CIL 6.27880 (46 years); CIL 6.38457 (25 years). 
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Table L: Chronological Distribution of LOM (Actual v. Expected Usage Rates) 
 

Epithet Values 
1st 

Century 
2nd 

Century 
3rd 

Century 
“Late”

958 
Christian 
Epitaphs 

Act.% 27 17.2 12.9 7.4 10.4 LOM 
p=0.000 Exp.% 33.1 12.3 7.2 3 3.1 

 

Added to this is the fact that there is a high proportion of LOM found in the 

Christian sample.959 A quarter of the current sample’s Christian inscriptions have 

LOM as an epithet (17/65 = 26%). This is over three times higher than the usage 

rate found for the sample of all commemorated women as a whole (7.7%) showing 

that length of marriage was of particular importance to Christians. There were no 

Christian contubernales. As a result of this investigation, it appears that LOM was 

related to term but was also affected by temporal and religious factors. 

Perhaps the other epithets will help more. The ideals claimed as usual for 

both coniuges and contubernales regardless of status (e.g. bene merens, carissima, 

pientissima, incomparabilis, rarissima, sanctissima, dulcissima, and epithets 

denoting chastity) appear infrequently in the current sample of contubernales with 

the exception of carissima.960 More contubernales than expected were carissima (see 

Graph B, below).961 This is similar to coniuges though the difference between the 

actual and expected usage is much greater for contubernales (17.8% was expected 

for both but coniuges actually have 19% usage whereas contubernales have 22.2% 

usage of carissima962). If one considers the connotation of companionship and 

friendship inherent in the use of contubernalis, the association with an epithet 

denoting friendship is very fitting.  

 

                                       
958 “Late” Epitaphs are those that have markers of later inscriptions (multiple epithets, for 
example) but which are not certainly datable to a specific century or emperor’s reign.  
Methodologically, this group is for comparison with the datable inscriptions in order to see 
with which time period they ought to be placed. 
959 For a more detailed analysis of the Christian/Pagan split in the use of LOM, see Shaw, 
“Measuring Roman Marriage.” See also Table 13 in Appendix B for Epithets by Imperial 
Nomina. LOM is under-represented for the Julio-Claudian inscriptions and rises in use 
through the Flavian, Adopted, and Aurelian periods. 
960 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 59. 
961 See Appendix B, Graph 13. 
962 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graph 13. 



  
 

 

279 

Graph B (repeated): Epithet Usage Comparing Contubernales, Coniuges, and Uxores to 
the Statistically Expected Usage Rate 

 

 
 

Bene merens, in contrast, was used less than statistically expected for 

contubernales.963 This is similar to uxores, a term for wives, but is also similar to 

the trend seen for the friendship based (and very small group) of amicae 

inscriptions. Bene merens was used to denote obligation and gratitude in a personal 

relationship;964 it is unexpected that it was not used more frequently to describe 

contubernia relationships. One might have thought, given the status and quasi-

marital nature of contubernium, that gratitude and obligation would have played a 

greater role in this relationship. Perhaps the quasi-marital nature of these 

relationships is exactly the point. Legal marriages required a contract of some 

type.965 If a contubernium marriage was not legally recognised, perhaps this was 

                                       
963 See Appendix B, Graph 12. 
964 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 95. 
965 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 54, 140. Dig. 23.2.5 (Pomponius): on the necessity of leading a 
woman into her new husband’s house to make the marriage valid: Mulierem absenti per 
litteras eius uel per nuntiam posse nubere placet, si in domum eius deduceretur: eam uero quae 
abesset, ex litteris uel nuntio suo duci a marito non posse: deductione enim opus esse in mariti, 
non in uxoris domum, quasi in domicilium matrimonii = “It is settled that a woman can be 
married by a man in his absence, either by letter or by messenger, if she is led to his house. 
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less important to the participants than the personal decision that they were a 

married couple. This may account for the lower usage rate of bene merens found for 

contubernales.  

 

Graph C: Epithet Usage Rates for Concubinae, Contubernales, and Amicae 

 

 

The usage of other epithets adds to the depiction of contubernium as a relationship 

based in friendship. Sentimentalising epithets appear infrequently as Graph C, 

above, illustrates. Amantissima appears less often than expected: there are no 

examples of this being applied to a contubernalis. It is also not commonly used for 

uxores.966 Another sentimentalizing epithet, dulcissima, is also found to be under-

                                       
But where she is absent, she cannot be married by letter or by messenger because she must 
be led to her husband’s house, not her own, since the former is, as it were, the domicile of 
the marriage.” Watson’s translation. Judith Evans-Grubbs, Women and the Law in the 
Roman Empire (London: Routledge, 2002), 82-83. In reference to passages of the Digest, 
Evans-Grubbs discusses the necessity of the deductio in domum and also the popular 
perception that contracts were necessary even though, legally, a marriage was valid without 
them if intent was present. Also, (p. 91) written contracts were often used for dowry 
arrangements which indicates that contracts of some type were involved in marriage 
arrangements. 
966 See Appendix B, Graph 11. 
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used for contubernales.967 This is similar to uxores (who use it slightly less than 

they should) but the opposite of coniuges who use it slightly more than they should. 

Other epithets, which bring to mind marital values such as chastity and modesty, 

were never used for contubernales as Graph C, above, illustrates. This is likely a 

temporal indication. As these epithets became more commonly used in the second 

century and the use of contubernalis was mainly confined to the first century, the 

two sets are incompatible chronologically. However, the complete lack is unusual. 

Despite a growing frequency in later centuries, these epithets were not completely 

absent from the first century sample. This suggests that, although there was a 

strong temporal factor, the nature of contubernium as a friendship-based 

relationship was also a factor. The more formal and less frequently used epithets 

(optima, sanctissima, incomparabilis, rarissima, sine) are also informative and show 

that contubernales had similarities to both marital and friendship-based 

relationships. The epithet usage for contubernales makes them appear in an 

ambiguous and liminal state between marriage and friendship.968 They are a hybrid 

relationship with aspects of both. 

Before conclusions can be made about contubernium, it is necessary to 

discuss contubernia inscriptions recording multiple partners (i.e. two or more people 

commemorating another as their contubernalis). There are eight inscriptions that 

detail relationships between multiple contubernales.969 These groupings have been 

seen, in the past, to be either polygamous (and therefore not truly Roman) 

marriages, non-sexual, non-marital relationships,970 or as recording consecutive 

relationships in which ex-partners, forced to “divorce” by Roman slave owners, co-

commemorated a deceased spouse.971 This small sample offers an interesting point 

of comparison to the traditional male-female contubernium inscriptions.  

                                       
967 See Appendix B, Graph 14. 
968 See Appendix B, Graphs 15 and 17-24.  
969 CIL 6.6647; CIL 6.7297 = D 07418; CIL 6.18045; CIL 6.22738; CIL 06.26451; CIL 
6.28534; CIL 6.33666; and CIL 6.36456. 
970 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 287, n. 26. Rawson’s view is that these relationships, of 
which she has eight examples, are either non-sexual or polygamous. Since she would not 
count polygamous unions as marriages, she discounts these inscriptions and does not 
discuss them. 
971 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 62. For four of these inscriptions (CIL 6.6647; CIL 6.26451; 
CIL 6.33666; and CIL 6.36456) Treggiari argues that: “there is a third possible explanation 
which maintains the respectability of contubernium unimpaired. . . . I take it that all these 
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Examples include CIL 6.7297: 

Dis Manibus sacrum Panope ornatrix Torquatae Quinti Volusi vixit annis XXII et 
Phoebe a speculum vixit annis XXXVII Spendo contubernalibus suis bene 
merentibus fecit et sibi locus datus decreto decurionum. 
 
To the sacred spirits of the departed. For Panopa, hairdresser of Torquata, 
wife of Quintus Volusus. She lived for 22 years. And for Phoebe, a mirror-
holder. She lived for 37 years. Spendo made this for his [2] contubernales 
who were (both) well-deserving and for himself. This tomb was given in 
accordance with the decision of the collegial officials.972  

 

The four inscriptions seen as detailing consecutive relationships where the 

surviving spouse and ex-spouse co-operated are:  

CIL 6.6647: Hygiae Flaviae Sabinae opstetrici vixit annos XXX Marius Orthrus 
et Apollonius contubernali carissimae.973 
 
Oh Hygia! For Flavia Sabina, a midwife, who lived 30 years. Marius Orthus 
and Apollonius (made this) for a their very dear contubernalis.974 

 
CIL 6.26451: Dis Manibus / Serviliae Successae / Primus et Secundio / 
contubernales bene merenti / fecerunt / vixit annis XXX.975 
 
To the spirits of the departed Servilia Successa, Primus and Secundio, her 
contubernales, made this to their well-deserving (contubernalis). She lived 30 
years. 
 
CIL 6.33666: Dis Manibus sacrum / Vettidiae Cresimeni / contubernali 
carissimae fecerunt Maior et / Thallus bene merenti pientissimae.976 
 

                                       
husbands were still alive when they caused the monument to be erected and the wives dead. 
. . .The husbands co-operated. Roman manners were not ours, but it seems more believable 
that one husband was “divorced” than that there were overt bigamous unions. In slavery, a 
division between contubernales might not be willed by either of them.” 
972  CIL 6.7297 = D 07418. My translation. Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 278, n. 26. 
Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 62, n 51. Rawson lists but does not discuss this inscription while 
Treggiari sees the two women as being successive contubernales. 
973  CIL 6.6647. My translation. 
974 This inscription, specifically the status and identity of the woman, are open to 
interpretation. Treggiari, “Contubernales in CIL 6,” categorizes this woman as a slave: Hygia, 
slave of Flavia Sabina. I have categorized her as a free woman with Hygia referring to the 
goddess. Hygia as a personal name appears infrequently alone and more frequently as part 
of a free or freed woman’s name. It also appears frequently alone and in conjunction with 
Asclepius as a dedication at the start of an inscription. Both interpretations seem plausible. 
975 CIL 6.26451. My translation. 
976 CIL 6.33666. My translation. 
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To the sacred spirits of the departed Vettidia Cresimene, a very dear 
contubernalis. Maior and Thallus made this for (her, she was also) well-
desrving and very dutiful  

 
CIL 6.36456: Dis Manibus Trophimus Marciae divi Titi Orgulniae Zmyrnae et 
Tiberius Claudius Eutychus contubernali carissimae et piissimae bene merenti 
fecerunt.977  
 
To the spirits of the departed. Trophimus, slave of Marcia, wife of the deified 
Titus, and Tiberius Claudius Eutychus made this for their very dear and 
dutiful contubernalis, Orgulnia Zmyrna. She was well-deserving. 
 

These are all very similar and involve more than one man commemorating a 

woman. The woman is often of a higher status than one or both of the dedicating 

men and is called bene merens. What type of relationship is being commemorated 

here? A few other examples exist and may help determine the situation.  

CIL 6.22738: Dis Manibus Musae bene merenti Amemptus Euhodus Germanus 
contubernali karissimae fecerunt.978  

 
To the spirits of the departed Musa (who was) well-deserving. Amemptus and 
Euhodus and Germanus made this for their very dear contubernalis.979  

 
Although this inscription contains three men commemorating a woman rather than 

two, it seems quite similar to other inscriptions in which more than one man has 

commemorated a woman as a bene merens contubernalis. Similarly for CIL 6.28534:  

 
Dis Manibus Veraniae Thaumaste piissimae contubernali bene de se merenti 
Quintus Veranius Pharnaces et Agathemer fecerunt vixit annos XXXX.980 
 
To the spirits of the departed Verania Thaumastis, a very dutiful and well-
deserving contubernalis. Quintus Veranius Pharnaces and Agathemerus 
made this for her. She lived 40 years.981 

 

                                       
977 CIL 6.36456. My translation. 
978 CIL 6.22738. My translation. 
979 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 62, n 51. Treggiari discounts and omits this inscription and 
sees possibly only one of the men recording a contubernium relationship. 
980 CIL 6.28534. My translation. 
981 Treggiari, “Contubernales,” 62, n 51. The possibility exists that this is not a multi-male-
partner grouping but that Agathemerus is a son of the pair rather than a second male 
partner. Although he could be her son, the fact that they have identical nomina could simply 
mean that they were freed by the same master while Agathemerus remained a slave but still 
a friend. 
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Are these, then, indicative of consecutive relationships where the surviving 

spouse and ex-spouse(s) have co-operated to jointly bury the deceased or are they 

indicative of something else such as non-sexual friendships or polygamous unions? 

It is impossible to state and uncertainty must be admitted while all three 

possibilities are potentially valid. The friendship base of contubernalis in other 

contexts is clear but polygamy is possible. Romans, free or not, may have been 

perfectly content to join in polygamous unions. Such relationships, though not 

legally recognized as marriages, exist today in both Canada and the United States. 

The majority of these polygamous or plural marriages have a basis in religion but 

that is not the case for all. People choose today to live in semi-illegal and 

unrecognized polygamous unions.982 Such relationships may have existed in Rome 

as well given the evidence from one coniunx inscription in which three men calling 

themselves coniuges commemorated a single twenty-seven year old imperial 

freedwoman. Although it is impossible to make definitive statements, the possibility 

must be acknowledged. In this inscription, two of the men are imperial freedmen 

(likely) and one is an imperial slave and together they commemorate one woman. 

Dis Manibus / Claudia Aug(usti) l(iberta) / Parata ornatr/ix v(ixit) a(nnos) XXVII 
/ Ti(berius) Iulius Romanus / Ti(berius) Claudius Priscus / Nedimus Aug(usti) 
ser(vus) / co(n)iuges(!) eius de suo  
 

                                       
982 There are modern examples of people choosing to live in non-religious polygamous 
unions with several websites devoted to this including  www.2wives.com: “2Wives.com is a 
non-religious site for good people seeking polygamy (or, more specifically, polygyny).” 
PolygamyDay.com: “Polygamy Day, Inc. A non-profit, non-religious, non-sectarian 
corporation working to achieve decriminalization of freely consenting, adult, non-abusive, 
marriage-committed polygamy.” A third site, http://secularpolygamy.com/ states that it 
“promotes understanding and acceptance of Polyfidelity, a plural union where all partners 
are equally committed to all other partners, whether considering themselves married or not.” 
This modern interest in secular polygamy is difficult to gauge; an internet search finds 
numerous examples but a database search for academic articles on non-religious (or 
secular) plural marriage (or polygamy) found nothing while polyamory resulted in more 
articles. Most studies of polygamy attach it to a religious doctrine and mention non-religious 
versions only briefly. Miriam Koktvedgaard Zeitzen, Polygamy: A Cross-Cultural Analysis 
(Oxford: Berg Publishers, 2008), 95-96, mentions most of the sites listed above but does not 
fully discuss any modern movement. See also Philip L. Kilbride, Plural marriage for our times: 
a reinvented option? (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1994). Most references to secular 
plural marriage (again, sometimes this is polyamory under the term polygamy) appear in 
newsmagazines rather than in academic search results. See, for example, Stanley Kurtz, 
“Here Come the Brides: Plural marriage is waiting in the wings,” The Weekly Standard 
111.15 (12/26/2005). What this shows is that even though polygamy is technically illegal in 
Canada and the United States, there are people who are breaking that law and advocating 
its repeal without a religious foundation. 
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To the spirits of the departed: Claudia Parata, imperial freedwoman, a 
hairdresser, lived for 27 years. Tiberius Julius Romanus, Tiberius Claudius 
Priscus, and Nedimus, an imperial slave, her husbands [coniuges], [made 
this] with their own money.983  

 

This is analogous to the contubernia examples above. This, and others of this type, 

could be examples of consecutive marriages with joint commemoration; they could 

be indicative of polygamy; and they could be indicative of a burial agreement. 

A burial agreement is the third option that would explain multiple 

commemorations without multiple marriages. These inscriptions may be indicative 

of collegia or informal burial clubs in which people used the term contubernalis in 

the sense of “companion” or “friend” in the same way that groups formed informal 

burial clubs with few people mentioned and without specific terms.984 This would 

explain inscriptions recording multiple people where the relationships between 

them seemingly do not make sense if understood as marital. Although polygamy 

likely should not be ruled out as a logical possibility, a collegium might answer 

some of the problems found in these inscriptions. In these instances, the terms of 

relation, contubernalis, may not have been used as a marital term but as a term 

signifying friendship and a burial agreement, likely informal in nature. The woman 

was not specifically the wife (contubernalis) of one or all of the people mentioned on 

the inscription but she was the comrade of her dedicators and this was important 

enough to be placed on her epitaph (this does not preclude her being married to 

one of the dedicators but answers several difficulties in these inscriptions).985 Even 

more likely for inscriptions detailing multiple contubernia relationships, is that the 

term contubernalis was simply detailing a co-slave comrade, and therefore an 

informal burial agreement between friends, rather than someone with whom one or 

all of the commemorators had a sexual or marital relationship. An example would 

be CIL 6.22738, already given above: 

                                       
983 CIL 6.8957. My translation. 
984 See Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen, “Collegia: A New Way for Understanding the Roman 
Family,” Hephaistos 24 (2006): 201-214. 
985 This does not fully explain those multiple inscriptions that use strictly marital terms, 
such as CIL 6.8957; a closer examination is needed but the answer for these very rare 
examples is likely found in either joint commemorations or an acceptance of polygamy. 
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Dis Manibus Musae bene merenti Amemptus Euhodus Germanus contubernali 
karissimae fecerunt.986  
 
To the spirits of the departed Musa (who was) well-deserving. Amemptus and 
Euhodus and Germanus made this for their very dear contubernalis. 

 

 In this inscription, Aememptus, Euhodus, and Germanus commemorated Musa, 

their very dear and worthy slave friend—not their wife. The same is equally possible 

for the rest of this type. 

The possibility exists that this underlying connotations of companionship or 

friendship, seen in the multiple commemorations above, influenced the use of 

contubernalis in single male-female inscriptions as well.  This would account for the 

ambiguity in these inscriptions and the placement of them in a liminal state 

between friendship and marriage and incorporating epithetical aspects of both. 

Three examples will suffice. First, we have CIL 6.11125:  

Aemiliae Auge Sextus Aemilius Nedimus collibertae eidem contubernali. 
 

To Aemilia Auge. Sextus Aemilius Nedimus made this to his co-freedwoman 
and contubernalis.987 
 

This could be a marital relationship or it could indicate two friends who agreed to 

commemorate each other. There are no epithets that would help us determine this 

further but other elements can be used. Adding to the view that this was marital is 

the use of the term colliberta. Lindsay R. Penner has shown that the usage of this 

term for opposite-sex pairs is very likely marital in nature.988 However, the choice of 

contubernalis coupled with colliberta emphasises the fact that it continued after 

members were freed. This inscription is marital.  

In CIL 6.14251, we have Calpurnia Veneria who is commemorated by 

Zosimus as a very dear contubernalis. 

Dis Manibus Calpurniae Veneriae Zosimus contubernali karissimae fecit. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Calpurnia Veneria. Zosimus made this to his 
very dear contubernalis.989  

 

                                       
986 CIL 6.22738. My translation. 
987 CIL 6.11125. My translation. 
988 Penner, “Definitions and Connotations of Latin Terms of Relationship,” 84. 
989 CIL 6.14251. My translation.  
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Carissima was used of wives but it was also used of friends. We cannot know what 

is meant here. Speculation and assumptions are difficult but the connection 

between a male-to-female commemoration and the use of both a marital term and a 

marital epithet, indicates a marital relationship. Similarly, the use of a marital 

epithet, such as carissima, coupled with a numeric value, such as age at death, 

likely indicates a marital relationship with deep connotations of friendship. 

CIL 6.05539: Paezusae Octaviae Caesaris Augusti filiae ornatrici  vixit annos 
XVIII  Philetus Octaviae  Caesaris Augusti filiae  ab argento fecit  contubernali 
suae  carissimae et sibi.990 

 

For Paezusa, the hairdresser and slave of Octavia, the daughter of Caesar 
Augustus. She lived 18 years. Philetus, the steward of Octavia, daughter of 
Caesar Augustus, made this for his very dear contubernalis and for himself. 

 
This is a very clear-cut case of marital contubernium as it also gives explicit slave 

status. The same pattern is seen for CIL 6.26948: 

Caius Sulpicius Antiochus fecit sibi et Primigeniae contubernali suae 
carissimae et fidelissimae et libertis libertabusque posterisque eorum.991 
 
Gaius Sulpicius Antiochus made this for himself and for Primigenia, his very 
dear and very faithful contubernalis and for their freedmen and freedwomen 
and for their descendants.  

 
This must be marital as it uses two marital epithets and mentions descendents. 

The husband is free, whether freed or freeborn is impossible to know. The wife has 

a single name, whether as a slave or a space saving device is unclear. Regardless of 

the legal factors, he portrayed her as a wife. However, the marital portrayal of 

contubernales in the epitaphs seems open to new investigations, as it does not 

always perfectly match the patterns seen for either coniuges or uxores. 

                                       
990 CIL 6.5539. My translation. There are 38 inscriptions recording a “Paezusa” in Clauss. 
This Paezusa is the hair-dresser/slave of Octavia, the daughter of Claudius and the wife of 
Nero. This inscription is, therefore, likely datable to 41-70 C.E. For more on this, the 
Heidelberg inscriptional database has additional information. 
991 CIL 6.26948. My translation. 
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1. Digression: Contubernium as a Military Marriage 

At this point, a digression onto contubernium as a military marriage is 

necessary as this is another factor in the portrayal of this alternative marital 

relationship. Contubernium was also seen as a form of marriage used by soldiers 

who were unable to marry legally. Under Augustus, and during most of the imperial 

period, soldiers were not permitted to marry. This may have changed c. 197 under 

Septimius Severus.992 As a result, soldiers who entered into marital-type 

relationships were not married but were in either contubernium or concubinage.993 

 If this is the case, one might expect, then, to find a high proportion of 

contubernales or concubinae commemorated by men who identified themselves as 

soldiers. This is not the case. In the current sample of seventy-one military spousal 

inscriptions, only three soldiers commemorated contubernales while six 

commemorated concubinae. The remaining sixty-two overwhelmingly 

commemorated women whom they called coniuges (fifty-five) while six called their 

partners uxores and one called his wife a marita. Thus, it appears that whether or 

not soldiers were allowed to marry, if they did have a marital-type relationship, they 

called the woman a wife and used a term that denoted legal marriage rather than 

one that denoted a non-recognised marriage. If a couple wanted to be seen for 

posterity as a married couple, they used marital terms in the majority of instances. 

This was also seen in the epigraphic material in Chapter 3 where couples in mixed 

status marriages used the terminology of legal marriage. 

 When one looks at the chronology of these inscriptions, another story unfolds. 

All three of the contubernales are in the first century—well before any allowances 

were made for soldiers to marry.994 There are over 170 female contubernales and 

                                       
992 Garnsey, “Septimius Severus,” 45. For more on this, see the discussion on contubernium 
in the Digest, p. 266, n. 926. 
993 McGinn, “Concubinage,” 338. McGinn writes: “Concubinage was also an option where 
objective obstacles to marriage existed. Soldiers and sailors, who were forbidden to marry 
while on active duty, frequently took concubines as partners.” Rawson, “Roman 
Concubinage,” 296 also has examples of soldiers who are “married” in contubernium. 
994 For a more detailed account of the marriage patterns for soldiers, the variety of terms 
used for soldiers’ wives, and the legal issues surrounding soldier marriage, see Phang, The 
Marriage of Roman Soldiers. 
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only three were identified with military partners.995 Military marriages were not a 

large proportion of contubernia relationships. Also, most contubernales are found in 

the first century in general so it is not surprising that the military contubernales are 

also first century. This may have less to do with soldiers being unable to marry 

legally and more to do with the term contubernalis being a first century term. What 

is apparent is that more soldiers commemorated women as coniuges in the third 

century whether they were legally married or not. There was a spike in coniuges 

commemorated by soldiers in the third century while in the first century there was 

a definite under-usage of the term. Thus, what this indicates is that whether they 

were legally married or not, soldiers were: a) unlikely to call their wife a 

contubernalis; and b) more likely to call her a coniunx in the third century when 

they were allowed to enter into a legally recognised marriage. The terms concubina 

and contubernalis were not intrinsically linked with military marriages and, in 

general, when a couple wished to be seen as married, they used the terminology of 

legal marriage rather than an alternative term such as contubernalis.  

 

III. Conclusions on Contubernales in the Inscriptions 

What then, was the portrait of a contubernalis? First, she was generally a 

free woman though the higher number of slaves and freedmen in relationships with 

female contubernales makes the servile nature of this term clear. It was also likely 

that many free female contubernales were former slaves whose original status was 

unimportant to their dedicators. Her age when she died was uncertain—the 

evidence is slim but perhaps she would have been in her mid-twenties. She was, at 

heart, a companion; the male commemorating her, commemorated her as a lost 

friend—she was carissima. An example of a fairly typical contubernalis (if such 

existed) would be CIL 6.37536:  

!

Dis Manibus Modiae Modestae vixit annis L fecit Quintus Dexius Ephagatus 
contubernali suae carissimae sibi et posterisque suis. 
 

                                       
995 This number may increase in an examination of all contubernium inscriptions as female 
marital partners of soldiers who were left to commemorate soldiers would likely more often 
mention their husband’s military service.  
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To the spirits of the departed Modia Modesta. She lived 50 years. Quintus 
Dexius Ephagatus [made this] for his contubernalis who was very dear and 
for himself and their descendants.996  

 
Both were free as were the majority of contubernium partners though Ephagatus 

may have been freed given his Greek cognomen.997 Modia Modesta lived for 50 years 

and was very dear to Q. Dexius Ephagatus. Her age and carissima signify that they 

had a harmonious relationship. Also typical would be CIL 6.18451:  

Dis Manibus Flavia Tyche vixit annos XX Alexander contubernali carissimae. 
 
To the spirits of the departed: Flavia Tychis lived for 20 years. Alexander 
made this for his very dear contubernalis.998  

 
Atypical would be CIL 6.12387:  

[??] Arriae [??]e castissimae vixit annis XXI contubernali suae bene meritae 
cum qua vixit annos IX. 
 
[Name lost made this for] _____ Arria [ lacuna ] his very chaste and deserving 
contubernalis who lived for 21 years and with whom he lived for 9 years.999  

 

Arria was married for 9 years and died at the age of 21. She was bene merens and 

chaste. Chastity was an unusual epithet both for contubernales and for coniuges. 

Its presence here should be seen as remarkable rather than as showing that slaves 

aimed at the trappings of legal marriages under the heading of contubernium. She is 

also one of the few examples of a contubernalis who had a LOM. The duration of the 

relationship seems to have been less important to couples identifying themselves by 

this term but this may be due to the change in usage. While contubernalis was more 

commonly used in the Julio-Claudius period and fell out of use in the later imperial 

period, LOM became more commonly used in the later imperial period. Thus, the 

two were not commonly used at the same time. Overall, however, these couples 

appear to have been more interested in other qualities. 

Surprisingly, the epitaphs commemorating contubernales appear, in fact, to 

have more in common with epitaphs commemorating amicae. When the small 

sample of amicae is examined (in Appendix C), we find that male-female dedications 

                                       
996 CIL 6.37536. My translation. 
997 Taylor, 114. Cf. Weaver, Familiar Caesaris, 84-85. 
998  CIL 6.18451. My translation.  
999  CIL 6.12387. My translation. 
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and female-female dedications were similar both in number and in epithet usage 

indicating a friendship-based, non-sexual relationship. The comparison with amicae 

raises some fascinating possibilities for the study of contubernium. Future studies of 

contubernium should distinguish between the use of contubernalis to indicate a wife 

as opposed to a friend; one way of doing this would be to examine all contubernium 

inscriptions, including same-sex dedications, to discover if the term was so 

intrinsically related to friendship that this influenced the choice of epithets for both 

marital and non-marital contubernium. This was beyond the scope of the present 

study. However, in light of the statistical methodology employed herein, which has 

allowed a more thorough comparison of the contubernium inscriptions to other 

types of relationships, it is no longer enough always to refer to contubernium as a de 

facto marital relationship. Though it seems unarguable that a man commemorating 

a female contubernalis was commemorating his wife, it is now equally clear that 

there were factors such as term, status, and time period that influenced the 

portrayal. Her portrayal was distinct from that of legally termed wives and, as a 

result, the deliberate and conscious choice of an alternate term to describe this 

relationship, a relationship with marked similarities to friendship-based platonic 

relationships, indicates a more nuanced view of the marital ideal held for wives 

when this term was chosen.1000  

                                       
1000 At this point, I have no explanation for this. I would surmise that a potentially shared 
slave-origin may have intensified the friendship aspect of contubernium over traditionally 
recognised, legal marriages. A relationship that began during slavery but that actually 
managed to survive beyond manumission may have been seen as particularly worthy of 
commemoration. 
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Chapter 5:  

The Portrayal of Women in Alternative Relationships:  

Concubinae 

 

The patterns of uxores, coniuges, and contubernales have now been 

discussed. Each had a unique epigraphic pattern of epithet usage, status 

indications, and tomb placement. While uxor and coniunx were clearly marital, the 

usage of contubernalis in the literary evidence was multi-faceted. The use in 

inscriptions was also complex yet the marital nature of male-female contubernium 

in the inscriptions is undeniable. For a full comparison, the term concubina must 

also be investigated as it has been, previously, seen as a “de facto marriage.”1001 As 

Jane F. Gardner notes, a concubina was “a free woman who was cohabiting with a 

man without being his wife; it was not thought permissible for a man to have both a 

concubine and a wife simultaneously.”1002 However, she goes on to note that this 

could be difficult for outsiders to see if two people lived together in concubinage but 

did not lack conubium. In these cases, as Gardner notes, external factors, such as 

the lack of a dowry, might illustrate to outsiders the exact nature of the 

relationship.1003 This view is not uncontested.1004 Thus, the exact nature of 

concubinage is still uncertain.  

The following investigation is intent on discovering the nature of 

concubinage in two sources: literature and epitaphs. In the literature, it will become 

clear that concubinage was not frequently mentioned. When it was mentioned, it 

often referred to upper-class concubinage, to the non-marital female partners of 

emperors, or to a specific type of patron-freedwoman concubinage. The result of 

this analysis will be to show that the literary sources provide evidence only of 

certain types of concubinage that may not have been as relevant to the lower-class 

epitaph purchasers. When the epitaphs are examined, they will show that these 

upper-class styles of concubinage, particularly in reference to patron-freedwoman 

                                       
1001 See Rawson, “Roman Concubinage.” See Treggiari, “Concubinae.” 
1002 Jane F. Gardner, Women in Roman Law and Society (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1986), 56. 
1003 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 56. 
1004 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage.” Gardner’s view is contrary to Rawson’s argument that 
couples in concubinage in fact lacked the capacity to marry for social or legal reasons. 
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concubinage, are lacking (though there was an emphasis on concubinae having 

been of servile origin). The other significant fact that will come to light will be in 

reference to the pattern of commemoration, specifically the usage of epithets. The 

underlying hypothesis is that if Roman epitaph purchasers saw concubinage as a 

respectable alternative to marriage with the intent to marry being present but the 

capacity lacking, then those same epitaph purchasers would portray the union in 

terms reminiscent of marriage. As has already been shown for the legal terms of 

uxor and coniunx, these terms were used on epitaphs by couples lacking the legal 

capacity to marry, however, their pattern of commemoration follows that of couples 

who did not lack conubium with some differences among the higher or more defined 

status groups. Although legally barred from marriage, couples that used marital 

terms such as coniunx followed overarching marital patterns. Thus, the epigraphic 

pattern of commemoration is key to discovering the nature of this relationship. If 

concubinage was a relationship of partners who felt married but could not be 

legally, the patterns should correspond to a certain degree. What the epitaphs will 

show is that this was not the case for concubinage. The pattern of concubinage is 

by far the most unique pattern of those studied here and exhibits the fewest 

correlations to the marital pattern. In the end, this shows that while concubinage 

could be, for the upper-class literary sources, a type of marital relationship, for 

those people using the term on epitaphs, it indicated something else. 

 

I. Literary Evidence for Concubinae 

There are 121 references to concubinae in the Latin literary corpus. As 

Treggiari has noted, the term concubina in literature can denote the permanent 

mistress of an emperor (an example of this would be Marcus Aurelius’ concubine) 

but is most commonly used to refer to harems.1005 Thus, there is already a disparity 

in the meaning of this term in the literary sources. It is necessary to examine each 

source though the following has been limited to illustrations of single concubinage 

(one man with one woman) as this should be more comparable to a marital 

relationship than a harem. The first source is the Digest as it has the most 

references to concubinae of any literary source. For the Digest, as McGinn has 

                                       
1005Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 60-61.  
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shown, concubinage was an upper-class concern as an alternative to marriage 

when marriage was no longer feasible desirable. An examples would be a man who 

already had heirs (children from his first marriage) and did not wish to further 

divide their portions by remarrying and producing more legitimate children; in this 

case, concubinage would provide him with long-term companionship but any 

children would not be legitimate. The intricacies of the relationship, however, show 

that it may not always have been treated as a respectable alternative to 

marriage.1006 

 

1. The Legal Position of Concubinae 

There are forty-six references to concubinae in the Digest. Several of these 

are case studies that do not reveal much about the perceived nature of the 

concubinage relationship.1007 However, there are a number of legal references that 

                                       
1006 McGinn, “Concubinage and the lex Iulia on Adultery,” 370ff. As McGinn notes, the jurists 
tried to answer the question: “What concubines were preferable in terms of upper-class 
practice?” The answer was not always clear and was sometimes at odds with the lex Iulia on 
adultery resulting in other jurists adding opinions. For a deeper analysis of the relation of 
concubinae to adultery, see McGinn’s article. 
1007 For example, in Dig. 31.1.29, a man who died had intended to leave money to his 
concubine. The legal question hinged on whether or not the man’s daughter ought to honour 
the intended bequest to her father’s concubine since the legatee had died before receiving it 
and transferring it to her. It was decided that the father’s intent should be honoured: Pater 
meus referebat, cum esset in consilio Duceni Ueri consulis, itum in sententiam suam, ut, cum 
Otacilius Catulus filia ex asse herede instituta liberto ducenta legasset petissetque ab eo, ut ea 
concubinae ipsius daret, et libertus uiuo testatore decessisset et quod ei relictum erat apud 
filiam remansisset, cogeretur filia id fideicommissim concubinae reddere. = “My father used to 
tell how, when he was in the council of the consul, Publius Ducenius Verus, his opinion was 
endorsed in the case of Otacilius Catulus’s legacy of two hundred to his freedman, which he 
had asked him to give to his concubine. Catulus had appointed his daughter as heiress to 
his entire estate, and, the freedman having died in the testator’s lifetime, what had been left 
to him remained with the daughter. My father held that the daughter should be compelled to 
restore the fideicommissum to the concubine.” Watson’s translation. Metzger has no 
corrections listed for this passage. However, this was likely to have been the case whether 
she was a concubine or not. A fideicommissum was recognised as legally binding and 
granting a fideicommissum in a will was a way to get around laws regarding legacies; there 
were certain groups of people who could not receive a legacy (among these were the Junian 
Latins. The status of this concubina is not mentioned but she may be a woman freed for 
concubinage). In fideicommissa, the testator would request that a legatee or heir (in this 
case, his freedman) give a certain amount of his legacy to a third party (in this case, his 
concubina). These were not legally valid, however, until Augustus made provisions in certain 
cases after which they evolved into a “recognized legal institution.” See Barry Nicholas, An 
Introduction to Roman Law (1962; reprint, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996), 267ff. It is 
interesting to speculate that the concubina in this case may have been a Junian Latin (the 
freedwoman of her lover) and this is why he left her a fideicommissum rather than a proper 
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allow for more discussion on the nature of the concubinage relationship in a legal 

context. Although the extent to which average Romans were aware of (or followed) 

the law is ambiguous,1008 making it difficult to use legal sources as evidence for 

Roman society at any one point, culturally relevant remarks can still be made.  

It becomes clear from the Digest that the nature of concubinae was 

somewhat troublesome to define. There is some confusion over how they were to be 

treated. In some situations, jurists argued that they should be treated in a similar 

manner to wives. In many other situations, this was not the case. For example, in 

reference to things that could be mortgaged, concubines were included among 

natural and foster children as items that could not be mortgaged.1009 Wives (usually 

indicated by uxor in the Digest) were not mentioned but dependents (natural and 

foster children and concubines) had to be explicitly listed. This is a striking and 

telling difference in the position of a concubine in comparison to that of a wife: in 

the upper-class view, the two were definitely not equal. Contubernales were not 

commented on here—their social status, connected as it seems to have been to 

slavery, likely precluded them from being of interest to the jurists on this point.  

Another example of the confusion came with gifts, which were illegal 

between spouses—a husband could not give a gift to his wife. The jurists comment 

on whether gifts given in an illegal marriage should also be illegal (i.e., since the 

marriage was not recognised, the gift should be legal, but the couple did intend to 

                                       
legacy. It was also, according to Nicholas (Roman Law, 267), “an astonishingly flexible 
institution which was allowed to ignore a number of fundamental principles of the ordinary 
law of succession. Neither writing nor formal words were necessary. It was sufficient that the 
intention to make a request was clear.” Whether the woman was a concubina or not appears 
to have been extraneous to the particulars of this case. The man intended to leave a 
fideicommissum to someone and it had to be honoured. This example has less to do with the 
nature of concubinage than with the nature of fideicommissa and legacies. Examples such 
as this from the legal sources tell us very little about what it meant to be a concubine. 
1008 This is not an uncontested issue. For “law as the culture of the lawmakers” and for hints 
about the disagreements among scholars over whether or not Roman “law in some sense 
closely mirrors the conditions in society,” see A. Watson, “Law and Society” in Beyond 
Dogmatics: Law and Society in the Roman World, eds. J.W. Cairns and P.J. du Plessis 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), 9-38. For more on this issue, see above, p. 
31, n. 122. 
1009 Dig. 20.1.8.pr.1. Ulpianus libro septuagesimo tertio ad edictum. Denique concubinam filios 
naturales alumnos constitit generali obligatione non contineri et si qua alia sunt huiusmodi 
ministeria. = “Ulpian, Edict, book 73: Lastly, a mistress, natural child, or foster child, and 
anyone in a similar position is excluded.” Watson’s translation. Metzger has no corrections 
listed for this passage. 
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live as a married couple so perhaps the gift should not be allowed). The law was 

somewhat contradictory. Digest 24.1.3.2.1 stated: 

Videamus, inter quos sunt prohibitae donationes. et quidem si matrimonium 
moribus legibusque nostris constat, donatio non ualebit. sed si aliquod 
impedimentum interueniat, ne sit omnino matrimonium, donatio ualebit: ergo si 
senatoris filia libertino contra senatus consultum nupserit, uel provincialis 
mulier ei, qui prouinciam regit uel qui ibi meret, contra mandata, ualebit 
donatio, quia nuptiae non sunt. sed fas non est eas donationes ratas esse, ne 
melior sit condicio eorum, qui deliquerunt. diuus tamen Seuerus in liberta Pontii 
Paulini senatoris contra statuit, quia non erat affectione uxoris habita, sed 
magis concubinae.  
 
Let us see which kinds of people are prohibited from exchanging gifts. If a 
marriage takes place [according to our customs and laws—Frier’s 
correction], a gift will not be valid (according to our customs and laws). A gift 
will, however, be valid if there is an impediment which prevents the marriage 
taking place at all. So if a senator’s daughter marries a freedman in 
contravention of the senatus consultum or if a provincial woman marries 
someone who holds office there is contravention of the mandate on this, the 
gift will be valid because the marriage is void. But it is not right for gifts of 
this kind to be valid or for those who are guilty of an offense to benefit from 
them. However, the deified Severus in the case of a freedwoman of Pontius 
Paulinus, a senator, gave a different decision because the woman was not 
shown the affection due to a wife, but was treated as a concubine 
instead.1010 
 

Thus, this passage states that if the marriage was not valid, the gift, consequently, 

would be valid. It then states that the gift should not be valid as this would be 

tantamount to profiting from a crime. However, a gift in concubinage was legal 

because a concubine was not shown “the affection due to a wife.”1011 This marks a 

key difference between marriage and non-marriage: concubinae were not treated in 

the same manner as wives. This will be evident as well in the non-legal literary 

evidence.  

A third example of the fundamental difference between a wife and a 

concubine was this: a concubine who removed property without permission from 

her man’s house was liable to an action of theft whereas a legal wife was liable to 

                                       
1010 Dig. 24.1.3.2.1. Watson’s translation, Frier (on Metzger’s website) corrects the placement 
of “according to our customs and laws.” 
1011 Dig. 24.1.3.2.1.  
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an action of unlawfully removed property.1012 The difference was that the concubina 

was not in a real marriage and so was treated differently by the law.1013 From these 

examples, it seems apparent that a concubina was not thought of, in the legal 

sources, as being an alternative wife. 

There are other passages that illustrate the differences more sharply. There 

were severe limitations placed on the ability of a concubine to leave her partner and 

remarry—especially if he were her patron. 

Ulpianus libro tertio ad legem Iuliam et Papiam. pr. Quod ait lex: ‘diuortii 
faciendi potestas libertae, quae nupta est patrono, ne esto’, non infectum 
uidetur effecisse diuortium, quod iure ciuili dissoluere solet matrimonium. 
quare constare matrimonium dicere non possumus, cum sit separatum. 
Denique scribit Iulianus de dote hanc actionem non habere. merito igitur, 
quamdiu patronus eius eam uxorem suam esse uult, cum nullo alio conubium 
ei est. nam quia intellexit legis lator facto libertae quasi diremptum 
matrimonium, detraxit ei cum alio conubium. quare cuicumque nubserit, pro 
non nupta habebitur. Iulianus quidem amplius putat nec in concubinatu eam 
alterius patroni esse posse. 1. Ait lex: ‘quamdiu patronus eam uxorem esse 
volet’. et uelle debet uxorem esse et patronus durare: si igitur aut patronus 
esse aut uelle desierit, finita est legis auctoritas. ...2. ubicumque igitur uel 
tenuis intellectus uideri potest nolentis nuptam, dicendum est iam incipere 
libertae cum alio esse conubium....et si concubinam sibi adhibuerit, idem erit 
probandum. 
 
Ulpian, Lex Julia et Papia, book 3: Where the statute says, “a freedwoman 
who is married to her patron has no right to divorce him,” this is not held to 
make the divorce invalid, since marriage is usually dissolved by civil law 
here. So we cannot say that the marriage continues as there has been a 
separation. According to Julian, a wife is not entitled to an action for dowry 
here. So it is only fair that as long as a patron still wants her as his wife, she 
cannot marry anyone else. For the legislator, as he realized that the 
marriage would be dissolved to a certain extent by the freedwoman’s act, 
prevented her from marrying anyone else; so if she did, she will not be 

                                       
1012 The difference in treatment is even more clearly presented through the penalties. A wife 
charged with unlawfully removing property would have to return the item or its value. A 
person, even a concubina, charged with theft (furtum) was liable for a four-fold penalty if the 
theft was manifest (double if not). This also adds to the perception of wives and concubines 
as different entitites. Nicholas, Roman Law, 99-103 and 209-214. 
1013 Dig. 25.2.17.pr.1. Ulpianus libro trigesimo ad edictum. Si concubina res amouerit, hoc iure 
utimur, ut furti teneatur: consequenter dicemus, ubicumque cessat matrimonium, ut puta in ea, 
quae tutori suo nubsit uel contra mandata conuenit uel sicubi alibi cessat matrimonium, cessare 
rerum amotarum actionem, quia competit furti. = “Ulpian, Edict, book 30: Where a concubine 
unlawfully removes property, we usually hold her liable for theft. Consequently we say that 
whenever a marriage is void, for example, where a ward marries her tutor or where marriage 
takes place contrary to the law or is otherwise invalid, the action for property unlawfully 
removed will not lie, since the action for theft does.” Watson’s translation. Metzger has no 
corrections listed for this passage. 



  
 

 

298 

considered married. Julian goes even farther; for he thinks that she cannot 
live in concubinage with anyone other than her patron 1. The statute says: 
“as long as the patron wants her as his wife.” This means that he must want 
her as his wife and continue to be her patron. Therefore if he ceases to be 
her patron or to want her as his wife, the statute no longer applies....2. 
whenever there is the slightest reason for thinking that the husband does 
not want her as his wife, the freedwoman has already acquired the right to 
marry someone else....The same rule applies where he keeps a 
concubine.1014  

 

This seems limited specifically to sexual (marital or concubinage) relationships 

between patrons and their own freedwomen. These women were prohibited from 

leaving their husbands/patrons/lovers without permission and were denied the 

ability to remarry (or live in concubinage with another man) without his consent. 

The law applies some leniency, however, in stating that the least amount of 

evidence supporting the view that the patronus no longer wants the woman should 

allow the woman to remarry. The woman’s rights were limited but this likely had 

more to do with her status as her partner’s former slave rather than her role 

specifically as a concubina. 

 In a similar vein, a concubina could not desert her patronus even if he 

became insane—and this seems to be contrary to general marital law. 

Paulus libro duodecimo ad legem Iuliam et Papiam. Si patronus libertam 
concubinam habens furere coeperit, in concubinatu eam esse humanius dicitur. 
 
Paul, lex Julia et Papia, book 12: If a patron who has a freedwoman as his 
concubine becomes insane, it is more humane to say that she is still his 
concubine.1015  

 
In this case, by not allowing her to leave but to remain as his concubina, she was 

treated, in these situations, more like property than a wife. As Frier notes, “If her 

patron-husband went mad and so became mentally incapable of agreeing to 

divorce, she was stuck with him.”1016 In a different interpretation, Gardner argues 

that if a patron went insane “it would be more humane to regard the freedwoman 

                                       
1014 Dig. 24.2.11.pr and 1. Watson’s translation. Metzger has no corrections listed for this 
passage. 
1015 Dig. 25.7.2.  Watson’s translation. Metzger has no corrections listed for this passage.  
1016 Bruce W. Frier, Casebook on Roman Family Law (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 
43. 
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as his concubine, so that she could leave him” (my emphasis).1017 McGinn argues for 

a double implication regarding the adultery law. He writes that this is:  

a text which has a double implication. A man keeping his freedwoman as a 
concubine goes mad; it is humanius, says Paul, to regard the woman as his 
concubine. At one blow both marriage (the less respectable relationship for 
these parties) and criminal liability for stuprum are excluded.1018 

 
If that is the case, then the implication is that by viewing this relationship as 

concubinage rather than as marriage, the result is more humane as this woman 

would both be free to leave her patron (thus breaking the relationship of 

concubinage on account of his madness) and that she would not be liable to 

charges of stuprum. However, the implication may have been that it was more 

humane to keep her as a concubine so that the patron had someone to care for 

him. This would, then, further limit the right of the freedwoman concubine to leave 

her patron, which was already limited in Dig. 24.2.11. This would highlight the 

inequality and dissimilarity of a concubina when compared to a legal wife. This 

passage is ambiguous and open to interpretation. When, however, this passage is 

compared to two others related to insanity and divorce, the inequality of the 

concubina and her dissimilarity to a regular wife become, perhaps, even more 

apparent.  

First, it is likely that most legal wives did, in fact, have the ability to divorce 

husbands who had gone mad. Dig. 24.2.4 explains: 

 ULPIANUS libro uicessimo sexto ad Sabinum. Iulianus libro octauo decimo 
digestorum quaerit, an furiosa repudium mittere uel repudiari possit. et scribit 
furiosam repudiari posse, quia ignorantis loco habetur: repudiare autem non 
posse neque ipsam propter dementiam reque curatorem eius, patrem tamen 
eius nuntium mittere posse. 
 
ULPIAN, Sabinus, book 26: Julian asks in the eighteenth book of his Digest 
whether an insane woman can repudiate her husband or be repudiated by 
him. He writes that an insane woman can be repudiated, because she is in 
the same position as a person who does not know of the repudiation. But 
she could not repudiate her husband because of her madness, and her 
curator cannot do this either, but her father can repudiate for her.1019  

 

Judith Evans-Grubbs glosses this with “By the same token, a wife could repudiate 

                                       
1017 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 57.  
1018 McGinn, “Concubinage and the lex Iulia,” 350, n. 64. 
1019 Dig. 24.2.4. Watson’s translation. Metzger has no corrections listed for this passage.  
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a husband who was mad – unless she was a freedwoman married to her former 

master [see Part I.D].”1020 This points to the second piece of evidence, Dig. 23.2.45.5 

(Ulpian), which states:  

Deinde ait lex ‘inuito patrono’: inuitum accipere debemus eum, qui non 
consentit ad diuortium: idcirco nec a furioso diuertendo soluit se huius legis 
necessitate nec si ab ignorante diuorterit: rectius enim hic inuitus dicitur quam 
qui dissensit. 
 
The statute says ‘if her patron is unwilling’; being unwilling we should take 
to mean not consenting to a divorce. So a woman who divorces an insane 
person is not exempt from complying with the statute, nor is a woman who 
divorced her husband without his knowledge, since he can more accurately 
be described as unwilling than someone who actually refuses his 
consent.1021 
 

If a husband is referred to as his wife’s patron, she must be his freedwoman. A 

freedwoman-wife was unable to divorce an “unwilling” patron-husband. To this, 

Evans-Grubbs adds:  

with divorce there was some legal debate as to what constituted consent or 
lack of consent on the part of a patron husband. What if he was no longer in 
his right mind, or did not even know about the divorce? Clearly, he could not 
consent to a divorce, and so the freedwoman was unable to make another 
legal marriage.1022 

 

This means that, though the freedwoman-wife could physically leave her patron-

husband, she could not remarry. This is a confusing array of legal texts and a 

summary might be useful at this point.  

 A freedwoman-concubine could not leave her patron/male-partner (Dig. 

25.7.2). A man could divorce an insane wife (Dig. 24.2.4) and a wife could also 

                                       
1020 Evans-Grubbs, Women and the Law, 190. Judith Evans-Grubbs translates this slightly 
differently, though with a similar underlying meaning: (Ulpian) states that “Julian in his 
eighteenth book of the Digests, asks whether a madwoman is able to send a repudium or to 
be repudiated. And he writes that a madwoman is able to be repudiated, since she is 
considered in the position of one who is ignorant.” Judith Evans-Grubbs, Women and the 
Law in the Roman Empire: A Sourcebook on Marriage, Divorce, and Widowhood (London: 
Routledge, 2002),190. 
1021 Dig. 23.2.45.5. Watson’s translation. Evans-Grubbs Women in the Law, 193. Evans-
Grubbs’ translation reads slightly differently. “Finally, the (Augustan) law says “her patron 
being unwilling:” we ought to accept as “unwilling” he who does not consent to the divorce. 
Therefore, by divorcing a madman, she has not released herself from the necessity of the 
law, nor (does she) if she has divorced a man when he did not know (that she was divorcing 
him).” Metzger has no corrections listed for this passage. 
1022 Evans-Grubbs, Women in the Law, 193. 
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divorce an insane husband but a freedwoman-wife could not divorce her patron-

husband if he was unwilling and this was extended to include insanity as indicating 

unwillingness or lack of consent (Dig. 23.2.45.5). The freedwoman-concubina of her 

patron and the freedwoman-wife married to her patron were both at a legal 

disadvantage when compared to legal wives who were not the freedwomen of their 

husbands. This means that women who were married and who were not also the 

freedwomen of their husbands had more rights than both freedwomen-wives 

married to their former masters and freedwomen in concubinage with their former 

masters. The disadvantage does not appear to have been extended to concubinae 

who were not the freedwomen of their partners, as there appears to be nothing 

preventing this type of concubina from leaving her male partner, insane or 

otherwise. The legal disadvantage seems to come into play only with the status of 

the woman as her partner’s freedwoman. Simply put, libertae in intimate 

relationships with their former owners were at a legal disadvantage. As Gardner has 

noted, “the law operated in the interests of patrons”1023 and, consequently, it is 

likely that these laws were aimed specifically at the original patron-client bond 

rather than at the newer intimate bond. The concentration on the patron-client 

bond connects to the upper-class view of the legal sources1024 and contrasts, 

therefore, with the lower-class view found in the epitaphs. As a result, the law on 

insanity may have been more specifically applied to the upper classes. In the legal 

sources, concubinage seems to exist in a problematic liminal state on the edges of 

marriage. This is not the case for those who used the term in the inscriptions. 

The marital nature of concubinage is further confused by the legal precept 

that one could not concurrently have a concubine and a legal wife which suggests 

that a concubina took the place of a wife.1025 However, the Codex does not appear to 

relate this statement explicitly to bigamy as the reason. It states that a man cannot 

have both, but it does not state why. It could be a later, Christian addition as this 

                                       
1023 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 20. 
1024 McGinn, “Concubinage.” Evans-Grubbs, Women and the Law, 151. Under the Augustan 
marriage laws, a senator and his freedwoman had to live in concubinage as they could not 
be married. This makes concubinage, of a particular kind, a special interest of the upper-
classes. 
1025 Cod. Iust. 7.15.3.2, Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 288. Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 59. 
McGinn, “Concubinage,” 336. As Rawson has argued, one could not have both because 
“Roman marriage was monogamous, and the special relationship with a concubine would be 
tantamount to bigamy.” 
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is from the Codex of Justinian, a compilation of imperial legislation written between 

117 C.E. and 438 C.E., which was then reissued in 534 C.E. to include Justinian’s 

statutes.1026 This particular ruling is from Justinian.  

Omnibus etenim uxores habentibus concubinas uel liberas uel ancillas habere 
nec antiqua iure nec nostra concedunt. <a 531 d. k. nov. constantinopoli post 
consulatum lampadii et orestis vv. cc.>. 
 
Men, however, who have wives, are not permitted, either by the ancient or 
the present laws, to have concubines, free or slave. Given at Constantinople 
November 1 (531).1027 

 
This is coming from a Christianized emperor and need not be applied retroactively, 

despite his claims to tradition, to all time periods of Roman law. As Walter Schiedel 

notes:  

Whether concubinage was feasible concurrently with marriage has been 
debated in modern scholarship and the evidence is inconclusive: it was 
not until the sixth century CE, after centuries of Christian influence, 
that the emperor Justinian claimed that “ancient law” prohibited 
husbands from keeping wives and concubines at the same time.1028  

 

Therefore, the underlying meaning and intent of this passage may be 

impossible to reconstruct. Regardless of the rule’s origin, it appears that it may not 

have been followed at all times in practice as shown by the epigraphic evidence. CIL 

6.1906 may be an example of a man having a concurrent wife and concubine:  

Marcus Servilius Marci libertus Rufus / lictor se vivo fecit sibi et / Petiae Cai 
libertae Primae uxori et / Marciae ! [Caiae] libertae Felici concubinae obitae / 
Serviliae Marci libertae Apatae uxsori suae  
 
Marcus Servilius Rufus, freedman of Marcus, a lictor, made this for himself 
while living and for his uxor Petia Prima, freedwoman of Gaius, and for 
Marcia Felix, freedwoman of a woman, his deceased concubina, and for his 
uxor, Servilia Apata, freedwoman of Marcus.1029 

 

                                       
1026 Timothy G. Kearley, “Justice Fred Blume and the Translation of Justinian’s Code,” Law 
Library Journal 99.3 (2007): 525-554. 
1027 Cod. Iust. 7.15.3.2. Blume’s translation. 
1028 Walter Scheidel, “Monogamy and Polygyny in Greece, Rome, and World History,” Version 
1.0. Princeton/Stanford Working Papers in Classics (June, 2008), 6 and n. 24 to W. Scheidel, 
“Monogamy and Polygyny” in A Companion to Families in the Greek and Roman Worlds, ed. 
Beryl Rawson (forthcoming).  
Oxford. http://www.princeton.edu/~pswpc/pdfs/scheidel/060807.pdf. 
1029 CIL 6.1906. My translation.  
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In this epitaph, Marcus Servilius Rufus, a freedman and lictor, commemorated his 

wife, Petia Prima, a freedwoman of a man named Gaius, and his concubine, Marcia 

Felix, a freedwoman of a woman, who had died, and also his wife Servilia, who is 

likely his own freedwoman or his co-freedwoman as she was freed by a man named 

Marcus and the couple has the same nomen.1030  

One scenario is that Marcus had a relationship with his concubine first and 

then he married Petia—whom he mentions first because she was a legal wife and 

therefore of higher status. After her death, he then contracted a third marriage to 

Servilia who was added after the tomb was already in place.1031 This follows the 

legal precept that states that a man was not supposed to have a concubine and a 

legal wife at the same time.1032 However, J. A. Crook makes an interesting 

argument against this legal precept mirroring social reality. He writes:  

Thus the ‘Opinions of Paulus’ give a rule that a man cannot have a wife and 
a concubine simultaneously, but this must be post-classical. Not only do we 
hear of a wife making her husband promise on pain of a money penalty that 
he would not associate with a concubine during the marriage, but there are 
tombstones erected by men to wife and concubine in situations where it is 
pretty certain that the women exercised their respective functions 
concurrently.1033 

 

Thus, the law may not always have been followed and may not always have been in 

use—as Crook notes, this is likely post-classical. One of the tombstones he cites is 

CIL 6.1906 resulting in the second scenario of a man with a wife and a concubine 

concurrently who, when both died, commemorated them both and then remarried. 

It is also possible, as a third scenario, that the order on the tombstone was the 

order of the relationships and that all were successive rather than concurrent. It is 

unproblematic to see this man as one who married his wife, Petia Prima, and set up 

a tomb for the two of them and, when she died, he entered into concubinage with 

                                       
1030 See Appendix B, Table 9 and Graph 9, for the breakdown of partners with the same 
nomen. This is not unexpected as just under one-quarter of uxores have the same nomen as 
their spouses. 
1031 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 292. Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 69-70. Treggiari agrees 
with Rawson on the order of the relationships but argues that the concubinage must have 
taken place after both were free (contrary to Rawson who argues for it having an origin in 
slavery) on the grounds that a servile relationship would be contubernium rather than 
concubinage. 
1032 Cod. Iust. 7.15.3. 
1033 J. A. Crook, Law and Life in Rome, 90 B.C.—A.D. 212 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1984), 102. 



  
 

 

304 

Marcia and, when she died, he entered into a marriage with Servilia, perhaps 

freeing her for the purpose.  

What adds to the new understanding of marriage and concubinage is this 

man’s lack of concern with the legal “rules” of marriage and concubinage. He had 

taken Servilia, likely his own freedwoman (or co-freedwoman) based on the nomen, 

as an uxor rather than as a concubina despite the Digest’s precept that it would be 

“more honourable for a patron to take his freedwoman as a concubine than to make 

her a materfamilias.”1034 He had taken the freedwoman of another man as an uxor 

despite the view that a woman who had been owned by a man was a less 

honourable choice even for a concubine (never mind for a wife).1035 His concubina 

was the freedwoman of a woman, which is in keeping with the traditional view of 

concubinage. Adding to the depiction is the status of the man: he was a freedman 

himself. It is possible that this reflects, then, a lack of concern of the lower classes 

with the intricate rules applied to the upper classes. Since he was also a freedman, 

the legal ideals regarding the appropriate relations between patrons and their 

freedwomen may not have concerned him and the jurists may not have been 

thinking of freedmen and their freedwomen when they composed their views. 

Consequently, the application of this inscription to the legal view of 

concubinage is difficult. It does not seem to match the view of concubinage that 

was found in the Digest. This inscription illustrates the difficulty of applying the 

legal sources to the relationship seen in the epitaphs, particularly for lower-status 

couples. The image of concubinage in the Digest seems very one dimensional in that 

it was most concerned with the upper-class relationship between a patron and his 

freedwoman-concubina and, as a result, with the original rights of the slave-owner. 

This is at odds with the presentation of this relationship in the epitaphs but is 

largely similar to the presentation of the relationship in later non-legal sources, 

particularly those dealing with the concubinage of later emperors. It is at odds, 

however, with the presentation of this relationship in earlier literary sources such 

                                       
1034 Dig. 25.7.1. 
1035 McGinn, “Concubinage,” 353, argues that freedwomen of women were more popular as 
concubinae due to perceived sexual integrity whereas those owned by men were thought to 
have been sexually used by their former owners and were, therefore, less desirable as 
monogamous concubinage partners. However, the sexual usage of female slaves by female 
slave owners is not unattested. See K. Sara Myers. “The Poet and the Procuress: The Lena in 
Latin Love Elegy,” JRS 86 (1996):1-21. 
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as Plautus and Cicero in some ways. Plautus and Cicero will, therefore, begin the 

presentation of the literary sources before moving into the later literature. 

 

2. Concubinae in Plautus 

In Plautus, the term concubina appears nineteen times. Plautus, however, 

was writing much earlier than most of the other sources on concubinage.1036 What 

will be seen in the examination below, particularly of various lines from the play 

Miles Gloriosus, is that this early view of concubinage does not match the much 

later view found in the Digest. By examining the plays and various commentaries, 

as discussed below, this early view of concubinage will emerge as a less respectful 

and largely sexual relationship in which the concubina was an unwilling 

participant.  

Before turning to the Miles Gloriosus, the one line found in Trinummus will 

also show that concubinage was not socially accepted as a marriage. In this play, a 

brother worried that if he married his sister off without a dowry, everyone would 

think that she was a concubina:  

LE. nolo ego mihi te tam prospicere, qui meam egestatem leues,   
sed ut inops infamis ne sim, ne mi hanc famam differant,   
me germanam meam sororem in concubinatum tibi,   
si sine dote <dem>, dedisse magi’ quam in matrimonium.  
 
Lesbonicus: I wish you wouldn’t give so much thought to relieving my 
destitution, as to my not being a byword as well as beggared, with people 
passing word around how I gave you my own sister for a concubine, more 
than wife, in case I did give her to you without a dowry.1037 
 

As Gardner notes, without a dowry, some might have thought intent to marry was 

lacking and, therefore, the couple was in concubinage.1038 The worry of the brother 

illustrates that this would neither have been a respectful situation for his sister nor 

would it have been considered marital by their neighbours.  

                                       
1036 Smith, introduction, 1-3. The traditional dates for Plautus are 254-184 B.C.E. with his 
plays falling in the late 200s. For example, Smith, 1, places the date of Miles c. 206 B.C.E. 
The other factor, which may or may not be of importance to the current study, is the origin 
of the plays. Though this is not without debate, some scholars (Smith, 2) argue for models 
from New Comedy. Hammond et al., 25. Hammond also dates Miles to c. 206 B.C.E. and 
assumes antecedents from New Comedy. The change from Greek to Roman may have 
influenced some areas but this seems beyond the scope of the current study.  
1037 Plaut. Trin. 688-691. Nixon’s translation, 5: 165. 
1038 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 56. 
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This is also the case for the majority of references to concubinae, which 

appear in Plautus’ Miles Gloriosus. This play provides a great deal of information 

about what it meant (in Plautus) to be a concubina. This play will be examined in 

depth, below, but a summary here will provide the context and an overview of the 

resulting portrayal of concubinage. In this play, Philocomasium lives as a captured 

slave with the soldier.1039 She is his concubina but is secretly the girlfriend (amica) 

of Pleusicles. This difference has been seen as showing that a concubina was in a 

more respectable relationship as the role of a concubina elevated a woman from 

being a mere amica and not all amicae could hope to become concubinae.1040 

However, it appears that in Plautus, the opposite was the case in terms of honour 

and respect. In this play, as will be shown through the passages discussed below, 

the role of the amica appears to have been more respectable than that of the 

concubina, at least when it comes to choice: Philocomasium does not wish to be the 

concubina of the soldier and rather wishes to be only the amica of Pleusicles. Which, 

then, was the more honourable relationship? As Segal has noted, in his discussion 

of the translation of amica in this play:  

 
‘Girlfriend’ is both anachronistic and inaccurate. ‘Mistress’ is rather 
Victorian and does not suit a lovely young thing like Philocomasium. But 
she is not your sister either. Since she can be ‘owned’ she is clearly some sort 
of slave. She is not a pay-as-you-go courtesan like Acroteleutium. We have 
problems of vocabulary here, not of sociology. I trust the reader will make 
the necessary adjustments of sensibility.1041 
 

It is difficult to determine what adjustments need to be made. Was an amica, in 

perhaps only this one case, more honourable than a concubina? If so, what does 

this indicate about the understanding of concubina?  

In this play, there appears to be nothing honourable about the situation of 

concubinage in which Philocomasium finds herself. As we will see from the 

                                       
1039 Plaut. Mil. Argumentum II. Hammond et al., 69-70, has no comment. In the 
Argumentum, which was written much later, the gloss is given that Philocomasium has been 
stolen away; she is an unwilling concubine and is, therefore, more in the nature of an 
unwilling slave used for sex than a willing mistress or intimate partner. 
1040 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 60. Of this play, and the use of concubina in it, Treggiari writes: 
“although here both amicae and concubinae live with a man, there is a difference in honour, 
which can be glossed as follows: concubinae are always amicae, but amicae are not always 
concubinae.” 
1041 Segal, introduction, 68, n. 6. 
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passages discussed below, the picture that one obtains from this play is not one of 

an honourable, stable, long-term relationship used as an alternative to marriage as 

her owner, the braggart soldier, is willing to toss her aside at the first indication of 

interest from another woman. The passages under discussion will help illustrate 

this point. 

In the play, we learn that Philocomasium has been stolen away and is so 

unwilling that she has been placed under guard (though her guard is a half-wit): 

Palaestrio: nam meu’ conseruos est homo hau magni preti / quem concubinae 
miles custodem addidit.  
 
Now the soldier put my fellow slave in charge of his captive concubine, to 
keep an eye on her. This slave’s not too bright to begin with.1042 

 

The need to place a guard over her, even one who is “not too bright,” reinforces the 

image that this is not a relationship of partners but an unequal and forced 

relationship. It is not a quasi-marital relationship. There is, in general, a tone of 

possession or ownership here, as noted by Segal above, that is not in keeping with 

the relationship between a Roman wife and husband, though it is similar, 

surprisingly, to the tone set in the legal texts (hundreds of years later) which limited 

the rights of the freedwoman concubina in regards to leaving her partner. Though 

Philocomasium would also have been an unequal partner in the relationship with 

Pleusicles, she was at least a willing participant rather than a guarded one. Only 

when the soldier is led to believe that he will have a relationship with the 

supposedly divorced neighbour lady does he attempt to get rid of his concubine: 

Palaestrio: nam ipse miles concubinam intro abiit oratum suam / ab se ut 
abeat cum sorore et matre Athenas.  
 
Look, the soldier’s already gone in to ask the mistress to leave him and go 
back to Athens with her sister and mother.1043 

                                       
1042 Plaut. Mil. 146. Plautus, Three Comedies: The Braggart Warrior, The Rope, Casina, trans. 
Robert Wind (New York: University Press of America, 1995), 8. Wind’s translation of “captive 
concubine” is quite different from “the girl” or “the concubine” alone and captures the nature 
of this unwilling and unwanted (from the concubina/amica’s perspective) relationship. Cf. 
Smith’s translation, 25. “I’ve got a fellow slave—a worthless type; / The soldier ordered him 
to guard the girl.” Cf. Segal’s translation, 79. “So good for nothing is this fellow slave of mine 
/ The one the soldier picked to guard the concubine.” Hammond et al., 87, has no comment. 
1043 Plaut. Mil. 1145. Wind’s translation, 65. Again, compare the “mistress” of Wind to 
Smith’s “little concubine” and Segal’s “her.” Cf. Smith’s translation, 92. “The soldier himself 
has gone inside/ To ask his little concubine / To leave him and go away with her sister / 
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This could be interpreted as following the legal precept of not having a concubine 

and another wife. More likely, in this situation, it ought to be interpreted as getting 

rid of one lover because he knows that his “affections” will not be returned by a new 

lover if he is still connected to his present lover. Also, although it states that he 

speaks with Philocomasium about leaving him, it is obvious that the decision to 

terminate the relationship is his. The soldier induces her to leave with gifts but 

“The whole thing should be very easy / If she’s willing and he’s eager.” (Pleusicles: 

facile istuc quidemst, si et illa uolt et ille autem cupit).1044 This implies, in accordance 

with the Digest, that if he did not wish her to leave, she would not be able to do 

so.1045 This limits the place of the concubina and makes the role of the amica, here, 

the better one. As Adams has noted:  

Amica usually has a favourable sense in Plautus (‘girl friend’). This can be 
seen most clearly in the Miles Gloriosus, where the same girl is spoken of 
either as amica or concubina depending on whose possession she is in the 
context. Her status in relation to the adulescens, with whom she is in love, is 
that of amica (105, 114, 122, 263, 507), but in relation to the miles, from 
who she wishes to escape, she is a concubina (140, 146, 337, 362, 416, 458, 
470, 508, 549, 814, 937, 973, 1095, 1145). Amica, at least in this play, 
implied a romantic attachment, concubina merely a sexual liaison.1046 

 
It is evident from Plautus that concubinage was sexual in nature and not 

necessarily to the benefit or enjoyment of the concubine or even in accordance with 

her will. Adams agrees and has noted that amica is a decent term used by young 

men of the girl they love and hope to marry while concubina has a sexual tone more 

like scortum. In another example from Plautus, Adams glosses that a wife is mad 

that a husband has brought a whore (scortum) into the house but is more worried 

that she is also his amica (Merc. 923-5). Consequently, “Amica obviously implied a 

                                       
And mother to Athens.” Cf. Segal’s translation, 152. “Soldier boy is there inside, beseeching 
her to go away: ‘Please go back to Athens with your mother and your sister!’” Hammond et 
al., 177, has no comment. 
1044 Plaut. Mil. 1149. Smith’s translation, 92. Wind’s translation (65) “No problem there, 
since her wish is his desire” does not really capture the sentiment. She may only leave so 
long as the soldier allows it, hence the need to keep the hoax running smoothly in what 
follows. Cf. Segal’s translation, 152: “It looks easy: he is all insistence—she gives no 
resistance.” Hammond et al., 177, has no comment. 
1045 Dig. 24.2.11.1.1. See above, p. 300-303. 
1046 Adams, “Words for ‘Prostitute’,” 348. 



  
 

 

309 

more permanent connection than scortum,”1047 and, it would seem, than concubina 

as well. 

 Plautus (d. c. 184 B.C.E.) wrote long before the legal sources were compiled. 

This may explain why the respectable, upper-class, patronus-liberta/concubina 

relationship, seen in the Digest, does not appear in Plautus, although the 

limitations placed on the conubina (e.g. that she may not leave unless her lover 

wishes it), were also seen in the Digest. The meaning of concubina may have altered 

over time or may have been altered specifically to fit the context of this play. What 

does, perhaps, agree with the Digest’s portrayal of the concubinage relationship is 

the limitation of rights placed on the concubina, particularly as regards her ability 

to leave her partner. Concubinage as it is presented in the early Latin literary 

source of Plautus was not indicative of a long-term, stable, monogamous 

relationship similar to marriage. This appears to have been a later development and 

one that is not, as we will see, portrayed in the epitaphs. Before turning to the 

epitaphs, the literary references to concubinage will be concluded by looking at 

Cicero and the SHA. 

 

3. Concubinae in Cicero 

After Plautus, Cicero is a second early source for concubinage. Cicero 

commented on the case of a man who left his pregnant wife in Spain and moved to 

Rome. Once in Rome, he lived with another woman as his wife. He then died and, 

after his death, two sons were born, and questions arose relating to the legitimacy 

of the two marriages and, ultimately, to the legitimacy of the two sons and their 

ability to inherit. As Cicero wrote: 

Quid? quod usu memoria patrum venit, ut paterfamilias, qui ex Hispania 
Romam venisset, cum uxorem praegnantem in provincia reliquisset, Romae 
alteram duxisset neque nuntium priori remisisset, mortuusque esset intestato et 
ex utraque filius natus esset, mediocrisne res in contentionem adducta est, cum 
quaereretur de duobus civium capitibus et de puero, qui ex posteriore natus 

                                       
1047 Adams, “Words for ‘Prostitute’,” 348. Adams does point out, however, that amica can 
also mean whore (349). Though that was not the case in this particular play, it was in much 
of the literature using the term which was very much at odds with the underlying meaning 
of the term found in epitaphs (as Appendix C will discuss). 
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erat, et de eius matre, quae, si iudicaretur certis quibusdam verbis, non novis 
nuptiis fieri cum superiore divortium, in concubinae locum duceretur?1048 
 
And again, what about the case that occurred in our fathers’ time, of the 
head of a household who had come to Rome from Spain? Although leaving a 
pregnant wife in the province, he married another woman in Rome without 
sending the first wife a notice of divorce. He died without a will, while a son 
had been born to each of the women. It was no trivial matter that was 
brought into court here, since the question at issue involved the civic status 
of two people, both of the boy who had been born from the second wife, and 
of his mother, for she would be considered a concubine, were it decided that 
a divorce from a former wife could only be effected by a certain set formula, 
not be a new marriage.1049 

 
Did the man divorce his wife in Spain? Was the fact that he had left her and was no 

longer living with her with the intent to be married enough to make it a divorce? 

Did his remarriage constitute a divorce from his first wife? If they were not divorced, 

did that make the wife in Rome a concubina, which would then affect her son’s 

legitimacy?1050 What becomes apparent from this passage is that the man and 

woman in Rome did not think of their relationship as concubinage and, as a result, 

did not think of the woman as a concubina. Although it was a muddy legal issue as 

far as legitimacy and inheritance were concerned, at no point during the 

relationship did the two in Rome ever say “this is concubinage” and Cicero’s 

portrayal is of a second marriage with confusing legal issues. As far as they or the 

world around them were concerned, they were married. This is not, therefore, 

actually an example of concubinage as none of the parties involved (except the 

discarded Spanish wife) would have seen this relationship as one of concubinage; it 

was simply a marriage. The confusion only came after the death of the husband, 

when his first wife (or her son) disputed their divorce and the legitimacy of the 

second relationship. For those surrounding the couple at the time, it was 

indistinguishable from marriage. 

                                       
1048 Cic. de oratore 1.183. Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 57. Gardner states that the 
question may have been about the inheritance rights of the second child, though she notes 
that Cicero does not comment on this specifically. 
1049 Translated by May and Wisse. Cicero: On the Ideal Orator (De Oratore), eds. and trans. 
James M. May and Jakob Wisse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 101. 
1050 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 448. Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 56-57. Crook, Law and 
Life of Rome, 101. Watson notes this case in his discussion of intestate succession and the 
fact that a man’s illegitimate children were not in his potestas and were not his sui heredes. 
See Alan Watson, The Law of Succession in the Later Roman Republic (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1971), 177, n. 3; Frier, “Case 76” in Casebook on Roman Family Law, 161-162. 
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4. Imperial Concubinae in the Augustan History (SHA) and in Suetonius  

In terms of sheer numbers, following the forty-six references to concubinae 

found in the Digest and the nineteen references in Plautus, the Augustan History 

(Scriptores Historiae Augustae or Historia Augusta; henceforth SHA) contains the 

most references to concubinae.1051 Temporally, the SHA is also closer to the Digest 

than to either Plautus or Cicero. The majority of the references in the SHA refer to 

the Life of Commodus. According to the life: hac igitur lege vivens ipse cum trecentis 

concubinis, quas ex matronarum meretricumque dilectu ad formae speciem concivi<t 

(“he had three hundred concubines, whom he assembled together for the beauty of 

their person, recruiting both married women and whores”);1052 he named one of his 

concubines after his mother;1053 they were also vulnerable to attacks by other men 

and then executed for their infidelity.1054 Here, the references are clearly to a 

supposed harem of concubines kept by Commodus. In the Life of Pertinax, the 

author relates that Pertinax au<c>tionem rerum Commodi habuit, ita ut et pueros et 

concubinas vendi iuberet, exceptis his qui per vim Palatio videbantur inserti (“He held 

an auction of Commodus’ possessions, even ordering both the youths and the 

concubines to be sold, expect for those who appeared to have been introduced into 

the palace by force”).1055 These comments, however, on an imperial harem of 

concubines are not in reference to a typical concubinage relationship involving one 

man and one woman. They are unusual and can be discounted from the evidence 

for concubinage. This is not the case with the last, and most interesting, reference 

to concubinae in the SHA.  

The most pertinent reference in the SHA to concubines is in the Life of 

Marcus Aurelius. This passage states that: 

                                       
1051 Martial and Catullus also have several references to concubinage (twelve in total) but the 
majority of these are to male concubines and connote a concubinus as a catamite rather 
than a concubina. Catull. 61.123 (130). Mart. 3.82, 5.41, 6.22, 6.39, 8.44, 12.49. 
1052  SHA. Comm. 5.4.2. Birley’s translation in Lives of the Later Caesars, trans. Antony 
Birley (London: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1976) 165. 
1053 SHA. Comm. 5.9.1: uni etiam ex concubinis matris nomen inposuit. = “He even gave one of 
the concubines the name of his mother.” Birley’s translation, 166. 
1054SHA. Comm. 7.3.2. Cleander inter cetera etiam concubinas eius constupravit… = “Cleander, 
among other things, had debauched some of Commodus’ concubines, on whom he begot 
sons. They were put to death after his removal, along with their mothers.” Birley’s 
translation, 168. 
1055 SHA. Pert. 7.8.2. Birley’s translation, 185. 



  
 

 

312 

Enisa est Fabia, ut Faustina mortua in eius matrimonium coiret. sed ille 
concubinam sibi adscivit procuratoris uxoris suae filiam, ne tot liberis 
superduceret novercam. 
 
Fabia strove to be united with him in marriage when Faustina was dead, but 
he took as a concubine the daughter of a procurator of his wife, so as not to 
put a stepmother over so many children.1056  

 
Stepmothers have a notoriously bad reputation in ancient Rome as they were seen 

as depriving their stepchildren of their father’s attention and, more importantly, 

their inheritance.1057 Marcus Aurelius’ desire not to remarry illustrates his desire to 

safeguard his children’s inheritance and taking a concubine would do so: she would 

be an important part of Marcus Aurelius’ life but would have very little influence 

over his children; also, any children born would be illegitimate and unable to 

inherit fully.1058 This relationship, and anything resulting from it, could be no 

threat to Marcus Aurelius or his children. The difference between the role of a wife 

and of a concubine is demonstrated by this distinction. 

In an earlier example, Suetonius related that the founder of the Flavian 

regime, Vespasian, also had a woman, Caenis, with whom he had a long-term 

relationship after his wife had died. Caenis was the freedwoman of Antonia and 

helped reveal Sejanus’ treason to Tiberius. Brian W. Jones sees Vespasian’s 

relationship with Caenis starting in his youth and giving him greater access to the 

inner circles of the imperial court:  

At all times, access to the court was vital, since decisions were effectively 
made there, not in the senate, and Vespasian acquired such access through 
the able and influential Caenis. As shrewd in selecting a mistress as his 
father and grandfather had been in their choice of wives (observe three 
different reasons in three generations—money [Tertulla], status [Vespasia] 

                                       
1056 SHA. Ant. Phil. 29.10.2. Birley’s translation, 137. 
1057 See Dixon, Roman Mother, 155-159, for the stereotype of the “wicked stepmother.” See 
also Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 392 for the “stepmother topos” that fathers who remarried 
would be unfair to their children by their first wife due to the influence of the new wife; the 
addition of new children from the new marriage was thought to exacerbate this. See also 
David Noy, “The Wicked Stepmother in Roman Society and Imagination,” Journal of Family 
History 16 (1991): 345-361. 
1058 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 198-199. Gardner notes that, although illegitimate 
children had “no right to maintenance from their pater,” Hadrian did change the law to allow 
them to inherit somewhat (though not fully). Frier, Casebook, 161-162. Frier points out that 
the issue in the case of the man from Spain found in Cicero (see above) was one of 
inheritance. If the son from Spain could prove his father had lived in concubinage with the 
woman in Rome, then her son would be unable to inherit half of the man’s property and the 
son from Spain would inherit all. 
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and influence [Caenis]), Vespasian capitalized on the advantages gained by 
his family’s patrons.1059 

 

Scholars have referred to Caenis as a concubine and to the relationship between 

her and Vespasian as an example of a de facto marriage.1060 Yet the term concubina 

was not consistently used in association with Caenis.  

In Suetonius’ Life of Domitian, he uses Domitian’s rejection of Caenis’ 

affection as a sign of his poor character. In this episode, Suetonius used the term 

concubina. 

Caenidi patris concubinae ex Histria reuersae osculumque, ut assuerat, 
offerenti manum praebuit 
 
When Caenis, his father’s mistress, returned from Istria and, as usual, 
offered him her cheek to kiss, he held out his hand instead.1061  

 
This episode shows that Domitian did not behave in a manner appropriate for 

honouring his father’s concubine. This is related, however, to Domitian’s lack of 

character in general rather than to any specific characteristic of concubinage.   

In his Life of Vespasian, however, Suetonius used the term contubernium to 

describe the relationship of Caenis and Vespasian. 

post uxoris excessum Caenidem, Antoniae libertam et a manu, dilectum 
quondam sibi reuocauit in contubernium habuitque etiam imperator paene 
iustae uxoris loco. 
 
[after the death of his wife] he then took up again with Caenis, his former 
mistress and one of Antonia’s freedwomen and secretaries, who remained 
his wife in all but name even when he became Emperor.1062  

 
In reference to the relationship of Caenis and Vespasian, Suetonius stated that the 

two had been in contubernium but Suetonius makes it clear that she was not 

Vespasian’s wife. As we do not know if Caenis was a freedwoman or a slave when 

Vespasian and she had a relationship in the past, it is entirely possible that 

contubernium was correct for describing the form of the relationship as it had once 

existed. If the relationship began when Vespasian was in his 20s and while Caenis 

was still a slave (before 37 C.E.), then contubernium would have been the correct 

                                       
1059 Brian W. Jones, The Emperor Domitian (London: Routledge, 1992), 4. 
1060 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 288. 
1061 Suet. Dom. 12.3. Graves’ translation, 308. 
1062 Suet. Vesp. 3.21. Graves’ translation, 280. 
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term.1063 However, when the relationship re-emerged later in their lives, when he 

had become emperor and she had been freed, concubinage was more appropriate 

given her status as a freedwoman. However, Suetonius deliberately made the 

distinction that she was not a legal wife—she was kept almost like a legal wife. Here 

there was both a status difference and a difference in intent. Originally, Caenis’ 

status as a slave (if we hypothesize that the relationship began that early) would 

have prevented legal marriage even if intent had existed. Following her freedom, 

there was a social disparity (in accordance with the Digest, above) but also a 

difference in intent. Vespasian deliberately took a woman as a concubine so as not 

to have a woman as a wife in the same way that Marcus Aurelius would.  

Although primarily interested in the portrayal of terms in Latin literature, for 

Caenis, it is illustrative to look at a Greek author as she was mentioned there as 

well. In Dio—the only other literary source to mention Caenis—the term used was 

not one that indicated marriage. Dio writes that: “!"#$ %& '() *(+,)- . #/0 

O1$23(2+(,/0 3(44('5 6$#744(8$,” (“It was at this time that Caenis, the !"##"$% 

(pallake) of Vespasian, died”).1064 The meaning of this sentence relies on the 

meaning of “!"##"$%” in it. This word and its related roots can refer to concubinage 

and concubines as opposed to legal wives.1065 It can also refer to ritual prostitution, 

which can be discounted for Caenis. It is significant, however, that the definition of 

concubine for this word involves the restriction of “as opposed to a lawful wife” – 

evidently a “wife” and a “pallake/concubine” were not intended to be the same 

thing. In Latin literature, the term concubina was not consistently applied to Caenis 

and she was referred to as being involved in a contubernium relationship. In Greek, 

a term related to concubinage was used but with a shading of meaning.  

Evidently there was confusion about the nature of this relationship in 

respect to Caenis, specifically, and in respect to all concubinae in literature more 

generally. This could be based on the temporal shift from contubernium during 

                                       
1063 The timing is suppositious. Jones, The Emperor Domitian, 4, posits that Vespasian had a 
relationship with Caenis while very young. This is a possibility. Antonia Minor, Caenis’ 
owner, died in 37 C.E. This indicates that Caenis had to have been freed by 37 at the latest 
(she could have been freed earlier or by Antonia’s will). If the relationship began before 
Antonia’s death, perhaps in 35 C.E., Vespasian would have been 26 years old. This is 
certainly plausible. 
1064 Cass. Dio. 65.14.  
1065 Liddell and Scott, 588. My emphasis. 
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Caenis’ slavery and concubinage following her freedom. However, what was not 

confused was Caenis’ status as an “almost” wife. Whatever Caenis was, she did 

have a long-term stable relationship with Vespasian but she was not his wife. This 

seems, therefore, together with the example of Marcus Aurelius from the SHA to be 

an example of upper-class, status-based concubinage as seen in the Digest. As we 

have seen from Plautus, however, this was not the view of concubinage that was 

seen earlier in Latin literature in the genre of comedic plays where is was indicative 

of a temporary sexual liaison with great limitations placed on the concubina. In 

order to complete the understanding of concubinae, it is necessary, now, to turn to 

the inscriptional evidence in order to see if the portrayal of concubinae in epitaphs 

follows the depictions seen in the literature. 

 

II. Inscriptional Evidence For Concubinae 

For concubinae, the term of relationship used for the male partner will first 

be investigated. This is usually not of great significance, as most dedicators did not 

give themselves a term of relationship when commemorating their intimate female 

partners. This was also the pattern for men commemorating concubinae as well but, 

in the two cases of male terms, the terms are informative: they were patronus and 

dominus. Treggiari has argued that there was no bias toward patron/freedwoman 

concubinage in the epitaphs despite what the jurists would have us believe is the 

norm.1066 This is definitely the case since there are only two inscriptions where the 

man referred to himself as the patronus or dominus of his concubina and only one 

additional inscription where the concubina was also the liberta of her male dedicator 

(though he did not call himself her patronus, it is implied through his term for her). 

There is, therefore, already a difference in how the legal texts and the average 

epitaph purchaser thought of this term as the status-consciousness seen in 

sources such as the Digest, Suetonius, and the SHA is lacking.  

However, for a supposedly quasi-marital relationship, it is striking that not a 

single male partner referred to himself by a marital term. Though it is uncommon 

in all categories for the dedicator to refer to himself by a term of relation, it is never 

completely absent from the legal marriages. If concubinae were closest to wives 

                                       
1066 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 67. 
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when they were partnered with their former owners,1067 one might expect to see 

more examples of patron-client concubinage but this is not the case. The lack of 

patron-client concubinage evident in the epitaphs supports the view that 

concubines did not approach the position of a wife. If patrons were marrying their 

freedwomen, they were not calling this concubinage in the epitaphs despite what 

the legal sources would have us believe, rather, they were calling them wives as 

19/41 freedwomen commemorated by there former owners were called coniuges 

and another 4 were called uxores while only 3 were concubinae. Thus, when a 

patronus wished to commemorate his liberta as his wife, he simply called her his 

wife. 

Concubinae are similar to contubernales in that they are found 

overwhelmingly in unknown burial styles and are under-represented in household 

tombs and columbaria. The lack of concubinae in the columbaria is a surprise and it 

is likely that most concubinae inscriptions, for reasons such as their brevity, were 

originally columbaria inscriptions (or similar inexpensive burials) but that this 

information has been lost.1068 The lack of concubinae on household tombs should 

not be a surprise. This was not, as we will see, a relationship that belonged on such 

a monument, though it is not completely absent. The status of these women may 

have been part of the reason they are not found on household tombs more often but 

it may also be the nature of the relationship. 

When status is considered, concubinae continue to follow a pattern of 

commemoration that is dissimilar to that seen for the legal terms. The majority 

appear to be servile in origin.1069 Far fewer than statistically expected are free and, 

in fact, fewer concubinae are free than in any marital category. Fewer than expected 

were freeborn, though this was not entirely absent. Interestingly, the two examples 

that record freeborn women have them in concubinage with freeborn men and this 

                                       
1067 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 59-60. Treggiari has argued that the position of concubines 
“approached that of a wife most closely when they had been freed from slavery by their 
lovers. Such concubines were more firmly under the man’s control than the rest.” 
1068 See Appendix B, Table 8 and Graphs 6-8. For more on inexpensive or unassuming 
burials with small inscriptions, see Toynbee, Death and Burial, 101-103. 
1069 See Appendix B, Table 16 and Graph 86. 
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is unusual for concubinage.1070 Both of these examples, however, are from outside 

Rome. 

Publius Mucius Biraci filius sibi et Neviae Spuri filiae Tertullae concubinae et 
Muciae Verae filiae testamento fieri iussit  
 
Publius Mucius son of Biracus for himself and for Nevia Tertulla, 
illegitimately freeborn, his concubina, and for Mucia Vera his daughter. He 
ordered this according to his will.1071 

 
[asius Marci filius Hilarus Gallecus sibi et Cuspiae Spuri filiae Secundae 
concubinae  

 
–asius Hilarus Gallecus son of Marcus for himself and for Cuspia Secunda, 
illegitimately freeborn, his concubina.1072  

 
These two inscriptions are from outside the city of Rome and, as such, they may 

not be examples of Roman concubinage but may be exhibiting a more provincial 

pattern unlike that found for the city of Rome.1073 It is worth noting that not a 

single freeborn concubina was found for the city of Rome, perhaps indicating that 

this relationship was viewed differently in other locations. A second possibility is 

that the status of the men was higher. Although both men were freeborn, both 

women were freeborn but illegitimate: each was termed Spuri filia. This may qualify 

them for Rawson’s category of social disparity.1074 Though both partners were 

freeborn, the women being illegitimate may have made them less desirable for 

marriage if their male dedicators were of a higher freeborn status. This is unclear 

and two inscriptions provide little in the way of a definitive answer but, what these 

two do show, is that freeborn couples did choose, for whatever reason, to live in 

concubinage. 

In contrast to the view in the Digest that the typical concubina should be 

freed by her male partner, most concubinae were either free (whether freeborn or 

                                       
1070 Contra see Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 289. However, given that the number of 
concubinae in the online Epigraphy Database of Dr. Manfred Clauss has changed since this 
project began, it is possible that more freeborn concubinae will come to light as more 
inscriptions are discovered. 
1071  CIL 5.4153 = InscrIt-10-05, 00960: (Venetia et Histria / Regio X). My translation. 
1072  AE 1976.00213: (Aemilia / Regio VIII, Bologna/Bononia c. 1-100 C.E.). My translation. 
1073 Henrik Mouritsen, “Freedmen and Decurions: Epitaphs and Social History in Imperial 
Italy,” JRS 95 (2005): 38-63. Mouritsen has convincingly demonstrated that the epigraphic 
pattern of various sites could vary markedly one from another even within Italy as evidenced 
by the differing patterns found for Rome, Ostia, and Pompeii. 
1074 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 288. 
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freed is undeterminable) or freed by an unknown party or by women. As Table M, 

below, shows, 30% of concubinae were free while only 2% were freeborn. Both of 

these are significantly below the statistically expected rate and do not correspond 

for the status patterns of uxores or coniuges, though they have more in common 

with the contubernales sample. Far more than statistically expected were freed 

(almost 45% when all categories of freed are combined) and this is much higher 

than any other group. Significantly, 12% of concubinae were freed by a female 

owner, far more than statistically expected or than was actually found for any other 

term. Also interesting is that almost 20% of concubinae were commemorated with 

only a single name. The use of a single name on an inscription is subject to debate. 

It could indicate that these women were of servile status or it could indicate the 

intimacy of the relationship in that the dedicator did not feel the need to place his 

concubina’s full name on the inscription. However, it could also be used as a space-

saving device and so could indicate that the status of these couples (or, at least, the 

wealth of the dedicator or the amount he wished to spend on commemorating his 

concubina) was lower. The exact significance of prominence of single-name women 

in the concubinae sample is unclear, at this point.  

 

Table M: Status Breakdown of Females in Intimate Relationships 
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Act.% 30.6 2 28.6 1 2 12.2 0 0 19.4 
Concubina 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 

Act.% 71.6 3.2 3.3 1.3 0.5 0.9 0.5 0.7 15.6 
Coniunx 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 

Act.% 64.9 10.7 9.4 0.5 0.8 1.3 0 0 10.2 
Uxor 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 

Act.% 51.1 1.1 8 1.7 0.6 0.6 6.3 1.1 26.7 

Contuber-
nalis 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 
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The significance of these numbers must be examined. Past examinations of 

concubinae have often concentrated on the status of the couples.1075 Table N, below, 

illustrates that certain status pairings were more likely to occur when the woman 

was commemorated as a concubina. 

 
Table N: Status Pairings for Concubinae By Male Partner’s Status1076 

 
Status of Concubinae  

Male 
Partner’s 
Status 

 
 

Values Free 
Free-
born 

Freed 
Imperial 

Freed 
Freed by 
Woman 

Single 
Name 

Act.% 15.6 0 7.3 0 1 7.3 
Free 

Exp.% 11.1 0.7 10 0.3 4.3 6.8 
Act.% 4.2 2.1 2.1 0 1 1 

Freeborn 
Exp.% 3.2 0.2 3 0.1 1.4 2.1 
Act.% 6.3 0 17.7 0 9.4 6.3 

Freed 
Exp.% 12.4 0.8 11.6 0.4 5 6.6 
Act.% 2.1 0 0 0 0 0 Imperial 

Freed Exp.% 0.6 0 0.6 0 0.3 0.4 
Act.% 0 0 0 0 1 0 

lib. Mul. 
Exp.% 0.3 0 0.3 0 0.1 0.2 
Act.% 2.1 0 1 1 0 1 Single 

Name Exp.% 1.7 0.1 1.6 0.1 0.6 1 
 

What is more striking is that, first of all, the percentage of free concubinae with free 

men is higher than statistically expected. This is the pattern as well for couples 

such as the seventeen in the current sample where both partners were of explicitly 

freed status. For these groups, there should have been no legal impediment, and for 

the couples where both were freed, no social impediment, to marriage. For the freed 

couples, if the union started while one was still in slavery, there would have been a 

legal impediment1077 and so they would have called each other contubernales—

partners who live in the unofficial marital relationship of contubernium or, more 

likely as the freed coniuges material shows, they would simply have called each 

                                       
1075 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 65. Treggiari comments on the fact that there are eleven 
concubinage couples in CIL 6 where the partners were both freed but had different nomina: 
“clear connection in slavery between the partners is therefore strikingly absent and in this 
respect there is a marked contrast between the partners in concubinatus who are of freed 
status and the libertini who call themselves contubernales.” Rawson has thirteen 
concubinage pairs in which both partners were freed. Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 289. 
1076 For the full chart, see Table 23 in Appendix B. Please note that the category of 
“Uncertain/Not Given” status has been excluded from both tables. 
1077 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 52-53. 
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other coniunx. Once they were both freed, they should have been able to legally 

marry and call each other coniunx as the term of relation—though Rawson points 

out personal vocabulary may not have changed with status.1078 Status may not 

have determined, however, the nature of this relationship as much as the Digest 

implied. 

Let us look at CIL 5.2853:  

Publius Caelius Publi libertus Liccaeus IIIIIIvir Iuniae Cai libertae Faustae 
concubinae sibi et suis. 
 
Publius Caecilius Liccaeus, freedman of Publius, a sevir, for Iunia Fausta, 
freedwoman of Gaius, his concubina and for himself and his relatives.1079 

 
Publius Caelius Liccaeus was a freedman and he was not ashamed to tell us that. 

He was also willing to tell us that his concubina was Junia Fausta and that she had 

been the freedwoman of someone else. It is unclear why this couple did not use 

explicitly marital terminology if they considered themselves married. Both were 

freed and so there should have been no legal impediment to two freed people 

marrying, The legal prohibition against marrying freed slaves only applied to the 

senatorial class—other freeborn Romans could legally marry freed slaves as the 

Digest makes clear.1080 As both were of freed status, there should have been little 

social impediment to the marriage unless his role as a septemvir made him socially 

superior to her. We cannot know the underlying reasons but concubina was the 

choice of term here where it is plausible (though unknowable) that another term 

may have been appropriate. The ambiguity is, perhaps, impenetrable, but a working 

hypothesis is that this couple simply did not view the relationship as marital 

(perhaps because a reason such as social inequality or simply lack of intent 

prevented them from viewing it as marital) and, as a result, they made no attempt 

to present it as marital through their choice of term.  

                                       
1078 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 293-294. Rawson writes that: “contubernalis could be 
applied to people of free (freeborn or freed) status, and it may have been that a term which 
was more appropriate when first applied continued to be used of people or their relationship 
even after their official status had changed. . . . They did not necessarily change their whole 
personal vocabulary when their status changed.” 
1079  CIL 5.2853. My translation. 
1080 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 62. For the various rules on intermarriage between the 
classes and with people under infamia, see Dig. 23.2.23; Tituli Ulpiani 13.2. 
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Other examples follow this pattern, however, of lacking an obvious 

impediment to marriage and yet making no attempt to be seen as a marriage. 

Another example can be found in CIL 6.36282:  

 

Marcus Sabidius Marci libertus Salvius sibi et Variae ! [= Gaiae] libertae 
Oppidanae concubinae suae  

 
Marcus Sabidius Salvius, freedman of Marcus, [dedicates this epitaph] to 
himself and to Varia Oppidana, freedwoman of a woman, his concubine.1081  

 

The dedicator of this inscription, Marcus Sabidius Salvius, preserved his status as 

a freedman and the status of his concubine as the freedwoman of a woman. The 

backwards “C” ( ! ) was used as an abbreviation for “Gaia” to signify “a woman.” 

Roman women did not have praenomina and, as Keppie notes, Gaia was not in use 

as a praenomen, “but was a standard legal notation for ‘a woman’.”1082 The 

implication is that this woman was the freedwoman of “a” woman rather than of a 

“specific” woman. This sets her apart, however, from libertae for whom ownership 

by a male might have been assumed.  

Treggiari comments on the large number of concubines who were the 

freedwomen of women but she has no explanation for the phenomenon.1083 The 

current sample, as Table N, above, shows, supports her findings as significantly 

more than statistically expected (12% versus the expected 1.5%) were freed by 

women. McGinn believes sexual integrity was the reason in that having a concubine 

who had been owned by a woman was, potentially, more honourable as a slave was 

less likely to have been sexually used by a female owner.1084 There are, however, 

enough examples of concubines who had been owned by men (16 including two 

who were co-freed with their male dedicators1085) that it cannot have been that 

great a deterrent in choosing one.1086 This also ties into the motif of the concubine 

as mistress rather than honourable alternative marriage partner for there was 

                                       
1081 CIL 6.36282. My translation.  
1082 Keppie, Understanding Roman Inscriptions, 20. 
1083 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 71, n. 52.  
1084 McGinn, “Concubinage,” 353.  
1085 This number could be subject to change. It is difficult to tell, when both partners are 
freed and have the same owner’s name, if the woman had been owned by her partner or if 
they were co-freed. A closer examination may be required. 
1086 See CIL 6.6873; 6.7214; 6.20409. 
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nothing to prevent a female slave-owner from acting as a lena and renting out the 

services of her female slaves. As K. Sara Myers discusses, prostitutes were often 

slaves or freedwomen and in elegiac poetry, it was the role of the female owner, the 

lena, whose primary interest was financial, to act as a barrier between the mistress 

(called puella) and the lover.1087 Consequently, sexual integrity is not necessarily 

found in female ownership of female slaves. In either case, Salvius, as a freedman 

himself, could likely legally have married Varia Oppidana, but chose not to do so 

because their relationship was not marital. This is also shown through the use of 

epithets on these inscriptions. 

The following examination of the epithets applied to concubinae in the 

epitaphs will show that concubinae had more in common, in some ways, with the 

mistresses of elegy than with wives. The epigraphic pattern of epithets for 

concubinae was completely dissimilar to that of either uxores or coniuges. 

 

Graph D: Epithet Usage Rates for Concubinae and Contubernales 

 

  

                                       
1087 K. Sara Myers. “The Poet and the Procuress: The Lena in Latin Love Elegy,” JRS 86 
(1996):1-21. 
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Graph E: Epithet Usage Rates for Concubinae, Coniuges, and Uxores 

As the above graphs show, the epithets applied to concubinae were not applied at 

the same rate as for other terms. But it is necessary to start before that with the 

usage of epithets in total. Rather unusually, concubinae very rarely had an epithet 

applied to them. There were only twenty-three epithets applied to concubinae on 

sixteen epitaphs resulting in a usage rate of 16%. The typical usage rate for wives, 

and even for contubernales, was above 70%. Thus, it was very uncommon to give a 

concubine an epithet and this pattern is non-marital.  

The first epithet examined for wives, age at death, was used very little for 

concubinae—this is the opposite of other terms related to women in marital 

relations, even contubernales. Even uxores, for whom age was not a common epithet 

due to tomb style, were supplied with an age more frequently than concubinae.1088 

Similarly, not a single concubina had a length of marriage applied to her, which is 

highly unusual. Even among the very small sample of amicae (in Appendix C), LOM 

made an appearance but it was completely absent from the concubinage sample. 

                                       
1088 See Appendix B, Table 10 for all epithets and Graph 10 for Age. 
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This is highly suggestive of the non-marital nature of this relationship.1089 

Similarly, carissima, an epithet associated with both wives and friendships and the 

companionate marriage, was underused for concubinae. The same is true for other 

epithets associated with marital concord (e.g. bene merens, optima, rarissima, 

sanctissima, sine, and incomparabilis).1090 There are also no pudicae or univirae 

concubinae. One concubina was castissima but this usage was below the statistically 

expected rate.1091  

As the graphs above show, the epithet that was over-used for concubinae 

was the sexually/sentimentally charged term amantissima.1092 This appears on four 

epitaphs to concubinae so its usage rate is 4.1% but the statistically expected rate is 

0.8%. Although this is a small sample, it was statistically valid. Thus, the usage 

rate for this epithet when applied to concubinae was five times what was expected 

for women as a whole group. When added to the fact that only sixteen epitaphs 

contained epithets, then amantissima appeared on one-quarter of epitaphs 

commemorating concubinae with an epithet. This is unusually high. If the one 

example of a loving expression used for a concubina is added to this, this tendency 

towards sentimentalizing or sexually charged epithets is even more striking. It does 

not appear that concubines were expected to have the virtues of wives as the 

pattern of epithet usage is far removed from that found for the legal terms and, 

even, for contubernales.1093 Concubinae were remembered much less frequently with 

attributes associated with marital terms while they were praised considerably more 

for sexually oriented attributes.  

It may be more instructive to examine specific epitaphs that demonstrate the 

differences between the two categories. The first is the coniunx-wife. As shown in 

                                       
1089 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graph 16. 
1090 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 12, 13, 15, and 17-20. 
1091 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 21-23. 
1092 See Appendix B, Graph 11. 
1093 In her article on concubinae, Treggiari writes: “Concubines in the inscriptions are praised 
for their affection, chastity, and pietas, and as objects of love but not specifically for having 
regarded the man in the light of a husband. They are expected to have the virtues of a wife 
but not her pretensions.” As evidence, she cites inscriptions detailing amantissima, dilexit, 
pissima, pientissima, and cara/carissima. See 59, n. 3. However, in her article 
“Contubernales in CIL 6,” 59, n. 44, Treggiari writes: “The overlapping in eulogy of 
concubinae and coniuges is probably less complete. The mot juste for concubinae seems to 
have been amantissimae (9375, 22293, 24441), which is not common for wives (e.g. 2902). 
On all this cf. CIL 6.7.” This is not the impression given, however, from statements about 
concubines having the virtues of a wife. 
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Chapter 3, this was the most commonly used term. As we have already seen, CIL 

6.5079 is emblematic of the type of epitaph one sees for a coniunx wife: 

Dis Manibus Agathe Primitius coniugi carissimae fecit. 
 

To the spirits of the departed Agatha. Primitius made this for his most dear 
wife.1094  

 
This is a short epitaph and carissima was the epithet of choice. Another example is 

CIL 6.15663 in which she was carissima and bene merens. 

Dis Manibus sacrum Claudiae Zosime Publius Sabidius Agathopus fecit coniugi 
carissimae bene meritae et sibi et suis libertis libertabusque posterisque eorum  

 
To the sacred spirits of the departed Claudia Zosima. Publius Sabidius 
Agathopus made this for his most dear and well-deserving wife and for 
himself and their freedmen and freedwomen and their descendants.1095  

 
A third, typical coniunx inscription would include an epithet, such as carissima, and 

the age at death for the deceased wife, such as in CIL 6.5377:  

Cameria Venusta  vixit annos XL  Amphio coniugi  carissimae fecit 
 
Cameria Venusta lived for 40 years. Amphio made this to his very dear 
coniunx.1096 

 
This pattern changes somewhat when concubinae inscriptions are examined. 

As already noted, the most common epithet to describe a concubine was none at all 

which was, in itself, very dissimilar to the pattern found for wives. Two short 

examples will suffice: 

Dis Manibus Iustae concubinae. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Iusta, a concubina.1097 
 
Marcus Licinius Crassi libertus Echelus Epinoeni concubinae fecit. 
 
Marcus Licinius Echelus, freedman of Marcus Licinius Crassus, made this  
for Epinoe, his concubina.1098 

 
These examples do not look vastly different from those of other terms without 

epithets. The difference comes in the fact that for concubinae, so many more were 

                                       
1094  CIL 6.5079. My translation.  
1095  CIL 6.15663. My translation. 
1096 CIL 6.5377. My translation. 
1097 CIL. 6.20929. My translation. 
1098 CIL 6.21242. My translation. 
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commemorated without an epithet. As Appendix B shows,1099 the usage rate for 

concubinae is almost exactly opposite that of any other female term under 

examination. Far too many concubinae were commemorated without an epithet and 

far too few were commemorated with an epithet. This is the opposite of the strictly 

marital terms. When examining the use of particular epithets, one finds that 

concubinae inscriptions maintain this dissimilarity when compared to marital 

terms.  

On the rare occasions when epithets were used, the tendency was toward a 

greater number of epithets and to a different type of epithet. CIL 6.21607 is an 

example: 

Lucillae concubinae piissimae quae vixit annis XV[3] diebus XXX fecit P Coelius 
Abascantianus dominus bene merenti et castae. 
 
For Lucilla, a very dutiful concubina, who lived for 15-19? years and 30 
days. Publius Coelius Abascantianus, her dominus, made this for a well-
deserving and chaste (concubina).1100  

 
Publius Coelius Abascantianus refers to himself as Lucilla’s dominus. This fits with 

the jurists’ view of concubinage between a patron and his freedwoman though the 

status of Lucilla is uncertain as a portion of the epitaph is missing. As Treggiari 

states, Lucilla was possibly the freedwoman of Coelius—though she finds it more 

likely that Lucilla was a slave.1101 However, the pattern of epithet usage is strikingly 

unusual. Abascantius has referred to his concubina – who was in her mid-to-late 

teens when she died – as very dutiful, well-deserving, and chaste. The application of 

an age appears in keeping with marital patterns but is actually unusual for 

concubinae. This combination of epithets is also unusual for concubinae and for 

marital terms in general. Piisima was not a commonly used epithet for wives, as we 

have seen in Chapter 3 and in the graphs above, and neither was casta. This makes 

their appearance here even more odd. What had this concubina done, before the age 

of 20, to make herself both dutiful and chaste to her dominus? If concubina was a 

                                       
1099 See Appendix B, Table 10. 
1100  CIL 6.21607. My translation.  
1101 Treggiari, “Concubinae,” 65. In the current study, Lucilla’s status has been categorised 
as “uncertain.” Through the use of the term dominus for her partner, she must have been in 
a servile relationship with him. However, whether she was his slave or his freedwoman at 
the time of her death is unclear. The use of a single-name for Lucilla does not make servile 
status a certainty. 
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term for a woman in a sexual liaison, following Adams,1102 then casta is very odd 

indeed, though the inappropriate use of casta is not unprecedented.1103 It is unclear 

but this is strikingly out of character for the concubinae epitaphs and does not 

match the pattern of marital epitaphs either. 

Similarly, the use of a single epithet can be informative for concubinae. In 

CIL 6.24441, Gnaeus Pompeius Bithus commemorated his concubina, Calpurnia 

Optata, as amantissima. 

 
Cnaeus Pompeius Bithus sibi et Calpurniae Optatae concubinae suae sui 
amantissimae // Calpurnia Cnaei liberta Optata // Cnaeus Pompeius Cnaei 
libertus Bithus 
 
Gnaeus Pompeius Bithus [made this] for himself and for Calpurnia Optata, 
his very loving concubina, // Calpurnia Optata, freedwoman of Gnaeus // 
Gnaeus Pompeius Bithus, freedman of Gnaeus.1104 

 

These two were freed slaves – this was explicitly stated on the epitaph – so they 

should have been able to legally contract a marriage but, for some reason, they did 

not and, as part of their relationship, they used an unusual term of endearment—

one signifying a highly sentimentalizing and, in some views, sexual bond.1105 

Similarly, in CIL 6.22293:  

!

Vivus Caius Matius Cai libertus Logus sibi et concubinae suae vivae 
Pompeiae ! [= Gaiae] libertae Sigeni amantissumae. 
 

                                       
1102 Adams, “Words for ‘Prostitute’,” 348. 
1103 An example is the Allia Potestas inscription, CIL 6.37965, which records the attributes of 
Allia Potestas. Allia Potestas had been owned by two men but was praised for her chastity, 
as well as for her nice legs and beautiful breasts and her devotion to her two young lovers. 
This is a very atypical version of chastity. Lefkowitz and Fant, Women’s Life in Greece and 
Rome, 19, note that some scholars argue for irony in this presentation. For a commentary on 
this inscription see Nicholas Horsfall, “CIL VI 37965 = CLE 1988 (Epitaph of Allia Potestas): 
A Commentary,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 61 (1985): 251-272. 
1104 CIL 6.24441. My translation. According to the printed CIL, this is a sarcophagus 
inscription.  
1105 Harrod does not comment specifically on the appropriate translation but notes that it is 
often impossible to tell if it is being used actively or passively. Harrod, Latin Terms of 
Endearment, 30-31. Dickey, Latin Forms of Address, 309, on amate, identifies it as “beloved” 
and a “term of affection, meaning dependent on context.” She notes, however, that there are 
only four occurrences of it (p. 131). 
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Gaius Matius Logus, freedman of Gaius, [made this] while living for himself 
and for his very loving concubina, Pompeia Sigenis, freedwoman of a 
woman.1106 

 

Lastly, in CIL 6.6873 a freed slave commemorated his freedwoman concubine (freed 

by different owners).  

Quintus Fabius Maximi Libertus Ipitus Hic Situs Est Sempronia Lucius Liberta 
Aptate Concubina Eius Pro Meritis Quae Dilexit Eum  
 
Quintus Fabius Ipitus, freedman of Maximus, lies here. His concubina, 
Sempronia Aptata, freedwoman of Lucius, who loved him because he 
deserved it.1107 

 
The concentration, again, is on the sentimentalizing, love-based, bond between the 

two. This is not commonly seen with the use of this epithet or its cognates in the 

epitaphs for strictly marital terms and, because this sample is impossibly small, the 

trend it suggests is unique.  

 Though the above examples are few, when an examination and comparison 

of these two types of epitaphs is done using the statistical modelling program (for 

full results, see Appendix B), an interesting trend appears. Though the material is 

scarce, it does appear that concubinae inscriptions followed a pattern distinct from 

that seen for coniuges, uxores, or even contubernales. This is not to say that marital 

epitaphs did not record sentimentalizing epithets. However, on a per capita basis 

there appears to have been a tendency to use these sentimentalizing epithets much 

more frequently in relation to concubines. Thus, the nature of concubinage, as seen 

on the epitaphs, was quite different from a marital relationship. The absence of 

length of marriage, the below average use of ages, and the overly sentimentalizing 

epithets indicate that this was actually a short-term affair of the type had by elegiac 

poets with their puellae or their amicae when that term was being used in a sexual 

sense.1108 The hypothetically recreated course of this relationship would likely have 

                                       
1106  CIL 6.22293. My translation. 
1107  CIL 6.6873. My translation. 
1108 Catullus, for example, used the verb diligere for Lesbia (72.3) when he compared her to 
an amica. Suetonius (Vesp. 3.21) used it in reference to Caenis whom he referred to both as 
a concubina and as living in contubernium with Vespasian. Thomson, in reference to 
Catullus’ use of dilexi, notes: “the choice of word indicating (as is evident from what follows) 
a supra-sensual kind of affection is deliberate: see line 4. At 6.5, the word has an earthier 
connotation, being applied to a scortum.” Thomson, Catullus, 495. Thus, the verb could 
mean a “pure” love or a sexual relationship.  
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been as follows: a young man, Cicero’s Caelius would be a good example, who was 

living it up in Rome, would take a concubina as a lover with no intention of the 

relationship being permanent. While together, it is possible that the concubina 

would die and so the young man did the correct thing and commemorated her. The 

transient nature of the relationship might, therefore, account for the small number 

of extant concubinae inscriptions. If the relationship ended with both partners 

living, each would move to a new relationship and be commemorated under the 

appropriate term. This is quite different from the upper-class patronus-

liberta/concubina form of concubinage seen in the Digest but is actually more in 

keeping with the form seen in Plautus. 

 

III. Concubinae: Conclusions  

A fruitful comparison has been made between the concubinae epitaphs and 

the coniuges and contubernales epitaphs. It is worth noting that the trend in this 

small group of concubinae epitaphs is not at all similar to the trends seen in the 

larger marital groups. It can be said, then, that concubinae, though they were 

involved in what could be (but was not always) a long-term stable relationship, did 

not aspire, as has previously been thought, to the ideals for legal wives; there is no 

indication that the majority of male partners wished to commemorate their 

concubinae with marital epithets. Though there is some overlap, the pattern of the 

majority of concubinae epitaphs does not match that of the more regular marital 

terms. It is also now evident that the vision of concubines as seen in Latin 

literature—both legal and non-legal—was not that of an honourable alternative to 

marriage. Concubines, as a group, appear to have existed under severe legal 

limitations that were not placed on recognised wives. They also appear to have been 

used more in a sexual manner: procreation was not part of the relationship as it 

was in marriage and the connotation of a concubine being a partner in some sort of 

illicit intercourse seems strong in comedy. Although there were certainly 

exceptions: the concubines of Marcus Aurelius and Vespasian were not simply 

transient bed-warmers, but neither were they regarded as wives. It can now be 

stated with slightly greater certainty, based on the statistical modelling employed 

herein, that concubinae were not de facto wives and, as such, they warrant a more 

in-depth investigation. From the evidence in Latin literature and epitaphs, 
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especially when compared to the evidence for legal wives, concubinae appear to be 

more in the nature of lovers than wives and it is instantly recognisable in the 

epitaphs that the expectations for them were not those for wives. 
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Conclusion: 

What Was the Portrayal of a Roman Wife? 

 

In this thesis, I planned to examine Latin terms for wives in inscriptions 

following Sigismund-Nielsen’s methodology for finding and counting inscriptions, 

though this has been altered to suit the particular body of evidence. This quickly 

expanded to include terms for intimate partners or, as they have previously been 

called, de facto wives. The terms I examined were coniunx and uxor together with 

marita, contubernalis, amica, and concubina. Where my study deviated from those 

done in the past was in the treatment of the terms coniunx  and uxor which I 

separated. This has allowed me to demonstrate key differences between the usage 

of these two terms for legally married wives which have not been previously 

demonstrated, thus adding to our understanding of Roman marriage and its 

portrayal, specially that of wives.  

The other way in which my study differs from past studies and contributes 

to the knowledge of Roman marriage is through the treatment of the literary 

sources and the comparison to the epitaphs. I employed two methodologies for 

literature. One was a comprehensive examination of all references to a specific 

term. This was used for the less frequently used terms such as amica, 

contubernalis, concubina, and marita and allowed a all-inclusive and chronological 

examination of usage. The second method, used for the overwhelming number of 

references to uxores and coniuges was the non-inductive method. I began be 

studying each reference to a coniunx or uxor but, when this proved less fruitful, I 

decided to compare two specific authors writing in one specific genre at two 

different time periods in order to gain an understanding of the portrayal of Roman 

wives. In consultation with Hanne, who had already examined different literary 

presentations of familial relationships in general, the two authors chosen were 

Cicero and Pliny the Younger in their letters referring to married women, which had 

not been previously examined as a full body. This was more successful as most 

usages of the specific terms uxor or coniunx in the literature are non-specific wives 

which give us little information about Roman portrayals of wives. Examining two 

sets of letters allowed for a better comparison to the inscriptional material for 

coniuges and uxores. This also answers the criticism levelled at past studies of 
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Roman marriage for providing “no discrete methodological discussion of the sources 

of Roman marriage” and for concentrating on an upper-class bias.1109 This literary 

analysis was kept in one chapter to provide a comparison to the epigraphic material 

on the three legal terms. The remaining terms dealing with intimate partners were 

kept as single chapters with literary and inscriptional sections. This allowed for a 

comparison between the two types of evidence with the intention that literature be 

viewed as an upper-class source of evidence while inscriptions ought to be viewed 

as a lower-class source. What I found was quite unexpected. 

Through the use of statistical software, I have illustrated several important 

things which add to our understanding of Roman views of wives. First, when it 

comes to legal marriage, it is evident that there is a distinct shift from the late 

Republic to the middle Empire in the portrayal of wives and women and this has 

not been shown before. Where I see in Cicero a partnership between wives and 

husbands, in Pliny, I see a sentimentalising tone. In Pliny’s view, I see women’s 

place in the public eye decreasing and an increasing concern with sexual virtues 

that Cicero did not mention in his private correspondence. I would like to further 

examine this shift by referencing Augustan era writers as I argue that it is with the 

very shift from Republic to Empire that both women, and men, lose prominence. 

This was beyond the scope of this dissertation but it is something I would like to 

examine in the future. For the term marita, I found that there may be some poetic 

considerations at work and that the term may be imbued with a sense of moral 

uprightness but the term is so infrequently used that this may be impossible to 

argue. I would like cut this material from a future examination or revise it 

significantly. 

The second item of importance that I demonstrated was that, in comparing 

the epitaphs to the literary sources, there were some surprising differences. First, 

some past studies have denied the possibility of tracing chronological development 

of ideals in epitaphs and have tended either to concentrate on a few large-scale 

monuments or to treat all epitaphs as contemporaneous. Though more work needs 

to be done on dating inscriptions, the method of using imperial nomina as a dating 

criterion, as Sigismund-Nielsen and John Bodel have independently supported in 

                                       
1109 Frier, “Review of Roman Marriage,” 94. 
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general, has illustrated that there were significant shifts in the pattern of 

commemoration for wives from the early imperial period through the later imperial 

period. What is more, this pattern is mainly in keeping with that found for the 

upper class literary sources, particularly when there was an explicit statement of 

status (either freeborn or freed indicating a degree of social climbing), when the 

epitaph was of the type found on a larger monument (also indicating possible social 

climbing), or when the term uxor was being used. Secondly, the inscriptional record 

shows that term was an extremely important factor in epithet choice, together with 

physical location and status. Generally, the higher the status and the more public 

the type of monument, the more likely the husband was to use the term uxor and to 

follow a pattern of commemoration that linked, chronologically, to the upper-class 

literary pattern. The lower the status of the partners, the less expensive the tomb, 

and the more likely the husband was to term his wife a coniunx and to use fewer 

epithets. It is no longer sufficient to refer to a commemorative pattern for Roman 

wives as a group as they were not a distinct group and it is clear that the choice of 

epitaphs—and it was a choice—was dependent on numerous factors. 

Thus the results for the legal terms used for a married woman, whether she 

was entitled to legal marriage or not, form multiple patterns in and of themselves. 

When combined with the alternate terms, the portrayal of women expands. In 

Chapter 4, I discussed contubernales. This is often seen as a term used for partners 

in a slave marriage in which one or both partners originated in slavery and so was 

unable to legally marry. This seems undisputable. What is disputable is the 

commemoration of this group. It does not match the pattern found for wives. First, 

this is a temporally located term—it does not see significant usage beyond the first 

century and, specifically, beyond the Julio-Claudian era. The commemoration 

pattern, however, does not fully correspond to that found for first century wives. 

Thus, it is a unique pattern. Although I argue that first century marriages were 

more likely to concentrate on ideals of friendship than later marriages, 

contubernium concentrates on friendship to an exceptional degree. A further study 

should include male and female contubernales in order to discover if this is part of 

the marital nature of contubernium or part of the nature of all contubernia 

relationship regardless of type. It would seem likely that this is based on the fact 

that contubernium was a relationship of friends regardless of marriage and this 
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might explain why the use of contubernalis exists at all. People did not have to use 

this term—they could use any term they wanted—but by using contubernalis, they 

were stressing the friendship base of the relationship. 

The second defacto marital term was concubina. An examination of this 

showed a strong disjunction between the upper-class literary usage, particularly 

that found in the legal sources, and the lower-class epigraphic evidence. The 

literary usage implied a marital relationship though with limitations on the rights of 

the concubina. The epigraphic usage indicates that this term was reserved for 

intimate partners but short-term ones. The pattern is atypical of that found for 

wives, even for contubernales, and this term in the epitaphs does not seem to 

indicate a marital relationship on the part of the dedicator. In future studies of 

wives in Rome, concubinae should be excluded though there is more work that 

needs to be done on this term of relation. 

This brings us to the end of the main thesis. The overarching results are 

informative.  What I have shown is that there are both similarities and 

dissimilarities between the literary and epigraphic evidence for wives and that the 

so called defacto terms for wives do not correspond to the pattern seen for legal 

wives. The evidence seems to point to status being the overarching factor 

influencing a similarity or dissimilarity between literature and epitaphs while term, 

status, physical location, and time period are all factors influencing the portrayal, 

as seen through epithets, in the epitaphs alone. 

The second part of the thesis consists of Appendices. The first appendix is 

the methodology. It was important to me to include a discrete methodological 

account of how I handled sources as this has been seen as lacking in past 

studies.1110 For the purposes of the dissertation I thought is was necessary to spell 

out exactly how I counted, what I counted, the statistical analysis employed and the 

literary methodology as non-inductive. This also led quite well into Appendix B, the 

charts and graphs.  Though simplified charts and graphs were placed in the body 

for ease of reading, it was necessary to keep Appendix B for the dissertation as it is 

the evidence that proves I can argue what I argue—it is a giant footnote. Since the 

statistical information provided by the program was so important, and at the same 

                                       
1110 Frier, “Review of Roman Marriage,” 94. 
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time, so complex, the charts are long and involved with several different number 

sets and the graphs, in an attempt to keep them simple, were numerous. I now 

believe that the tables and simpler charts are the easiest format and I would like to 

cut the Appendix B Graphs prior to submission if all are agreed. But, I do still 

believe that for the purpose of the dissertation, the tables in this appendix were 

necessary. 

Lastly, we have Appendix C. This is a troublesome section. It was originally a 

chapter but the literary material is unwieldy and the epigraphic material 

statistically invalid. The argument I make, on my very small sample, is that amicae 

in epitaphs are not transient sexual partners, as previously thought, but rather 

platonic friends regardless of the gender of the dedicator. This is not what is found 

in the literature where amica does not mean platonic female friend of a man. It can 

mean platonic female friend of a woman but even that is rare. Even rarer, but still 

there, is the usage of it to mean female same-sex partners. I doubt this is the 

meaning in the epitaphs. More commonly in the literature, it is translated to mean 

girlfriend but it now seems to more usually connotes a sleazy kind of girlfriend with 

a negative underpinning or a whore. This is a distinct shift from how it is usually 

treated and it deserves a separate and more complete analysis than that afforded 

here. Thus, its appearance in an Appendix. 

In short, what I have shown is that a term-based analysis of women in 

intimate relationships reveals interesting shifts between terms and between 

sources. This challenges some long-held assumptions about the static nature of 

marriage and the portrayal of wives, particularly when using inscriptional evidence. 

Each term had a nuanced meaning that the Romans understood when they chose it 

for use on an inscription. If a Roman man chose to call his wife an uxor, this meant 

something quite different than if he chose the term coniunx. It related to his 

portrayal of her through epithets, their statuses, the place of burial, and the period 

of time in which they lived. The same is true for alternate terms of relationships 

such as contubernalis and concubina. What I have done is taken a topic that has 

most frequently been treated as homogeneous and shown it to be more diverse than 

previously thought. In this way, I hope my study does add to the scholarship on 

Roman wives and Roman women in general.  
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Appendix A:  

Methodological Considerations 

 

This appendix is devoted to the background and methodology involved in the 

preceding study with specific reference to tombstone methodologies. This 

information is important to the original development of this study but the results 

can be understood without this section. Appendix A gives an in-depth exploration of 

the material used, the methodologies employed, and the science behind the 

inscriptions. This is valuable for understanding Appendix B, which contains the full 

versions of the statistically modelled tables and graphs based on this methodology. 

There is no one canonical method for using inscriptions and, depending on 

the questions being asked, one can use inscriptions in a variety of different 

ways.1111 The methodology used here has been crafted following that of Hanne 

Sigismund-Nielsen who, in order to illustrate Roman family relationships, has 

concentrated on terms of relation and terms of endearment (epithets) used on 

inscriptions.1112 Sigismund-Nielsen’s method of counting varies from that of 

previous scholars in that Sigismund-Nielsen counts individuals and individuals per 

inscription. This allows her to analyse more fully the interpersonal relationships on 

each inscription and to include persons commemorated with no term of relation.1113 

Sigismund-Nielsen’s methodology allows for a more comprehensive picture of social 

relationships through epigraphic evidence. This study follows her method but 

differs in that the focus is on a discrete set of terms for comparison within one type 

of relationship in order to examine chronological and term-based differences. 

                                       
1111 For differences in counting, see, for example, Martin, “Construction of the Ancient 
Family,” 43-45. For Martin, the nuclear family inscriptions comprised only 23% of 
inscriptions whereas extended family inscriptions constituted 75%, which was the opposite 
of Saller and Shaw’s findings. Martin believes the differences in his results when compared 
to those of Saller and Shaw in “Roman Tombstones” are attributable to their methodologies 
and this seems clearly to be the case. Where Saller and Shaw see a tombstone that lists a 
man commemorating his wife, son, daughter, and freedman as illustrating three nuclear 
relationships and one servile relationship, Martin would see this as one tombstone listing an 
extended family. Neither Saller’s and Shaw’s method nor Martin’s method is without 
drawbacks. Contra Martin, see Beryl Rawson, "‘the Family’ in the Ancient Mediterranean: 
Past, Present, Future,” Zeitschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 117 (1997): 294-296. 
Contra Martin and Contra Saller and Shaw, see Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 10-
14). 
1112 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 13. 
1113 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 13. 
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A second difference is found in the use of computer modelling to incorporate 

statistical analysis of the inscriptions and in the integration of non-inductive 

literary source criticism. Had the method of examining a relationship as a whole 

been followed, in this case wives/intimate partners, term-based differences and 

chronological shifts would have been impossible to discern in both the literary and 

epigraphic evidence.1114 This study, therefore, adds to the understanding of the 

portrayal of wives by examining various terms for one type of relationship in order 

to see if there were differences related specifically to each term rather than to the 

relationship as a whole. 

In the following section, a detailed clarification of the methodology employed 

in this study is presented. At various points, reference will be made to past 

methodologies where they have influenced this study. There are a variety of factors 

that influenced the use of inscriptions and Latin literature in this study and it is 

important to discuss them. These include: finding inscriptions, the creation and 

use of a database, the methodology employed for counting inscriptions, the 

statistical method used, the epithets under examination, imperial nomina, status, 

and literary methodology. These factors allow for a more subtly shaded examination 

of a specific relationship and, without them, the results would be incomplete.  

 

I. Statistical Modelling 

Sigismund-Nielsen’s methodology requires the statistical analysis of several 

thousand inscriptions as textual entities in order to compare them to each 

                                       
1114 For example, when counting originally, I had planned to count epithets/total marital 
epitaphs for a view of marriage. This meant that if there were one hundred spousal epitaphs 
and fifty of them contained the term “bene merens” applied to the commemorated person, 
this would mean that “bene merens” had a 50% usage rate. This does not take into account 
variation in term-specific usage which, as Appendix B shows, can be quite important. Past 
studies have tended to examine relationships as large groups. This should not be read as a 
flaw in these studies but rather as a difference in focus from a wider-scale view of 
inscriptional use. For example, Sigismund-Nielsen’s interest is familial relations as a whole, 
and so she discusses parent-child or spousal relationships but does not differentiate 
between specific spousal terms. Saller and Shaw, in “Roman Tombstones,” were also 
interested in familial relationships, specifically those indicative of the nuclear family and, as 
a result, they also did not differentiate between specific terms. The present study is 
interested in very specific term usage differences and so a slightly different method was 
employed. 
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other.1115 This has been followed here but with the addition of SPSS for confirming 

the statistical validity of a sample group. The sample used here consists of 2,120 

inscriptions recording women commemorated by one of the six terms from a larger 

database of 3,794 total inscriptions (taken from a reading of an even larger sample 

of some 7,000 inscriptions). Though reference may be made to one or two 

inscriptions to highlight a particular point, a significant number of inscriptions and 

statistical modelling support these examples (see Appendix B). These "models" were 

made using a statistical programme called the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS, version 15.0.1). SPSS allows one to determine whether or not the 

findings are statistically valid.1116 Through this programme, it is possible to state 

definitively whether or not the current samples and the comparisons made among 

them are statistically valid.  

In identifying areas of interest, statistically speaking, the method of Penner, 

posited in her M.A. Thesis, “Definitions and Connotations of Latin Terms of 

Relationship,” has been followed.1117 Chi-squared has been used to determine if 

there is a statistical difference among the percentages found for categories. For 

example, if X percent of uxores were free and Y percent of coniuges were free, was 

that difference statistically relevant or not? Using SPSS allowed this to be 

determined and, as has been shown, status was a relevant factor. Following 

Penner, a p-value of 0.05 has been used to determine whether or not differences 

were due to chance. As Penner explains: 

a p-value of 0.05 indicates that there is a 5% probability that the difference 
is due to chance; correspondingly, there is a 95% chance that an actual 
difference exists between the two groups. In the social sciences, a p-value of 
0.05 is generally taken as the acceptable cut-off point for statistical 
significance, with all values lower than or equal to 0.05 statistically 
significant1118 

 

                                       
1115 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 12. Sigismund-Nielsen has not made use of SPSS 
and has used other manually derived statistics for her studies. 
1116 I would like to thank a fellow PhD candidate, Ms. Penner, who has a B.A. in Psychology 
with experience in the use of statistical programming, for being kind enough to run my data 
through SPSS for me. 
1117 Lindsay Rae Penner, “Definitions and Connotations of Latin Terms of Relationship” (M.A. 
Thesis). (Calgary: University of Calgary, 2007), 18-20. 
1118 Penner, “Definitions,” 20. 
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This is the rule followed in the analysis of samples. This number is presented with 

the Tables and Graphs found in Appendix B so it is always clear when a sample 

contained a statistically valid result. 

As part of the methodology and to make the presentation of data as clear as 

possible, references to these statistical findings have been kept to a minimum in 

favour of illustrations of trends using specific epitaphs and simplified graphs and 

tables. SPSS produces a dizzying array of numbers that have to be interpreted and 

presented in meaningful charts and graphs (see Appendix B). As a result, findings 

have been explained based on representative examples from the inscriptions. 

Percentages have been used where appropriate and simplified graphs given to show 

broad comparisons. When an inscription is given as an example, it is most often the 

case that this is an example that reflects the statistical findings as presented in 

Appendix B. The footnotes will guide the reader to the appropriate Tables and 

Graphs in Appendix B, which are the evidence that support the findings. It is these 

findings that allow a reconstruction of the portrayal of a coniunx, uxor, marita, 

contubernalis, or concubina. Though amicae have been included in the full sample, 

their numbers were too small to be precise as to the portrayal of the relationship in 

inscriptions. The small sample was suggestive of trends and was useful for 

comparisons to other terms but the discussion of amicae has been left to Appendix 

C pending a fuller examination. 

 

II. Finding Inscriptions 

In order to find inscriptions related to the six marital or intimate terms, the 

online Epigraphic Database of Dr. Manfred Clauss was used, which allows one to 

search using a variety of criteria.1119 The focus of the current study was primarily 

the city of Rome so Latin terms of relation were searched with Roma as a limiting 

criterion. The exceptions were concubinae and coniuges. For concubinae, there were 

a limited number within Rome so the search was extended to include all concubinae 

in Latin inscriptions. For coniuges, there were far too many for Roma1120 and so CIL 

6 was added as a further limit to make a more usable sample size. These 

                                       
1119 Manfred Clauss, Epigraphic Database, 
http://compute-in.ku-eichstaett.de:8888/pls/epigr/epigraphik_en 
1120 A search for coniug* and Roma resulted in 8,182 inscriptions. 
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inscriptions were then entered into a database. Before discussing the database, it is 

important to know how many examples of each term were found and the criteria for 

inclusion in the database. 

 

1. Sample of Coniuges 

The initial search for inscriptions commemorating coniuges involved two 

stem searches: coniug* and coniun* for material from CIL 6. These searches resulted 

in 5,875 inscriptions. Based on the volume, the decision was made to use a random 

sample of every third legible inscription. These inscriptions were placed in the 

database. In the completion of this database, inscriptions in which the 

commemorated coniunx was a man and any that were unusable (i.e. more 

fragmentary than they first appeared or with uncertain expansions) were excluded. 

This method was used for all terms (a further explanation of this is found with the 

contubernales sample). Upon completion, the database contained a sample of 1,292 

commemorated coniuges who were female (or 61% of the current sample).1121 For 

Latin literature, the Packard-Humanities CD-Rom was searched for coniunx and 

                                       
1121 Four inscriptions record two women on each tomb commemorated as coniuges. As a 
result of this, the current sample increased by four women.  
 CIL 6.7789: D(is) M(anibus) / L(ucius) Valerius Felix fe/cit sibi et Aeliae Elpidu/ti coniugi suae 
item libertis libertabusque / posterisque eorum / et Cominiae Chrysidi con/iugi suae / h(oc) 
m(onumento) d(olus) m(alus) a(besto). = "To the Spirits of the Dead: Lucius Valerius Felix 
made this for himself and for Aelia Elpidutis his wife and also for his freedmen and 
freedwomen and their descendents and for Cominia Chrysis his wife. Let evil deceit be 
absent from this monument." My translation. 
CIL 6.16210: D(is) M(anibus) / A(ulus) Cornelius / Felix / Ninniae Tyche et / Publiciae Spes 
co(n)iu/gibus ben(e) merentibus / fecit et libertis liber/tabusque. = "To the Spirits of the Dead: 
Aulus Cornelius Felix made this for Ninnia Tyche and Publicia Spes, his well-deserving 
wives, and for his freedmen and freedwomen." My translation. 
 CIL 6.5448: D(is) M(anibus) Modiariae Alcyone coniu/gi (coniu/ci) b(ene) m(erenti) fecit Caius 
Iulius Car/pus et sibi et Claudiae Eu/terpe coniugi. = "To the Spirits of the Dead: To Modiaria 
Alcyone, a well-deserving wife, Gaius Julius Carpus made this and for himself and for 
Claudia Euterpe, his wife." My translation. 
 CIL 6.8984 = ILCV 03802 = ICUR-01, 02762: D(is) M(anibus) / Niceratus Augustorum 
n(ostrorum) s(ervus) / paedagogus a caput Africae / Aeliae Quintae et Aemiliae Anthusae / 
coniugibus fecit et sibi et / Ulpio Vitali et Donato servo fidelis/simo et Atteianis Successae et 
Primitivae / et duobus incrementis Victori et / Chrysomallo et si qui dolo malo / tem[p]tet 
recedat ab hoc sepulchro = "To the Spirits of the Dead: Niceratus, an imperial slave and 
paedagogus at the Caput Africa school, made this for his wives Aelia Quinta and Aemilia 
Anthusa and for himself and for Ulpius Vitalis and Donatus, a very faithful slave, and for 
Atteiana Successa and Atteiana Primitava and in two tombs added for Victor and 
Chrysomallus and if any attempts trickery or evil let them be taken from this monument."  
My translation. 
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coniug* to find passages mentioning wives (or husbands, in the case of this term). 

There were over 3,000 passages with words based on those stems.1122  

!

2. Sample of Uxores  

There are 382 usable inscriptions commemorating uxores (18% of the 

current sample).1123 Past assessments that uxor was used in inscriptions more 

rarely than coniunx are quite correct.1124 Yet, the difference has never been fully 

investigated. Why was uxor so much less commonly used by epitaph purchasers? 

This is especially interesting given that uxor is found frequently in Latin literature: 

as with coniunx, there were over 3,000 literary passages with the word uxor with 

almost one third of these being found in the Digest.  

After systematically going through all Latin literary passages (over 6,000) 

detailing uxores or coniuges, it became apparent that this was not a fruitful method 

of study for these terms. This required a change in method to examine the epistles 

of Cicero and Pliny the Younger as representative to see if temporal shifts existed in 

literary sources and, if so, if these shifts were reflected in the epitaphs. This has 

proved a very useful method. More will be said on this method, below. 

 

 3. Sample of Maritae  

In the epitaphs, as in Latin literature, marita is found quite rarely. Out of the 

579 inscriptions for the city of Rome containing the stem marit*, only fourteen—or 

2.6%—are commemorations of a marita. The remaining 564 consisted of dedications 

to men called mariti or they were inscriptions set up by a dedicating marita or 

maritus. Very few actually commemorated a female as a marita and, if they did not, 

they were outside the scope of this investigation and were deleted due to the focus 

on the portrayal of wives. Within the corpus of wives, maritae are an even smaller 

sub-section with the fourteen maritae equalling 0.7% of wives commemorated in the 

current sample. Thus, although this term was “confined to poetry and epitaphs,”1125 

                                       
1122 All passages were examined and false positives, such as verbs were deleted; for more on 
false positives in PHI searches, see marita below. 
1123 There were, originally 747 inscriptions with the stem uxor. 382 usable inscriptions 
recording uxores commemorated by their spouses remained once all fragmentary 
inscriptions and uxores as dedicators were omitted. 
1124 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 6. 
1125 Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 7. 
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it was not actually widely used in either. There are, after searching PHI5 for texts 

containing words related to the stems for marita, only fourteen references to maritae 

as specific wives.1126 As a result of the small and statistically insignificant number 

of commemorated maritae inscriptions (far less than the number needed for SPSS to 

make a statistical analysis1127), the percentages given speak toward trends rather 

than firm conclusions. The test for this group will come in the comparison found at 

the end of the discussion on legal marital terms and will answer the question: Do 

the trends visible for maritae on such a small scale compare at all to the patterns 

seen for the larger groups of wives? 

 

4. Sample of Wives Commemorated According to Their Husband's Term and 

Sample of Multiple-Term Women 

These two categories were artificially created by the database and statistical 

programmes. They are very small and have been deleted from the main discussion 

but the information on them has been left in Appendix B. In short, “Wives 

Commemorated According to Their Husband’s Term” should be counted with the 

                                       
1126 Searching for the stem marit* in the PHI5 CD-Rom yields 2,551 passages of Latin 
containing this stem in a word. Not all of these refer, of course, to actual maritae. A narrower 
search of “*marita*” yields 125 results. As my study is concerned with wives, this is the set 
of results which I have examined. Of these 125 passages, very few actually detail a marita. I 
have excluded all results that are false positives. For example, the program will find marita 
in “e mari taurus” which is clearly not applicable to this discussion (Hyginus myth. Fab 
47.2.4. “Itaque cum Hippolytus equis iunctis ueheretur, repente e mari taurus apparuit, cuius 
mugitu equi expauefacti Hippolytum distraxerunt uitaque priuarunt”). Similarly, there are 
several passages that refer to the lex Iulia de maritandis ordinibus which are clearly related to 
marriage itself but do not refer to a woman as a marita (e.g.: Apul. Apol. 88.7; Gai. Inst. 
1.178.2; Dig. 37.14.6.4.1 (which is interesting for its discussion of the right of freedpeople to 
marry even if their patron does not wish it); Dig. 38.11.1.1.4 (on a freedwoman being unable 
to unilaterally divorce her own patron-husband); Livy, Per. 59.17; Suet. Aug. 34.1.3.). Again, 
passages such as these have been excluded from the current sample. Frequently, the stem 
marita appears as part of a verb and is often used to indicate a horticultural practice of 
“wedding” the vines to trees (usually elm though sometimes poplar) as a support system. 
This use of the verb marito is clear (Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 7 n. 31). Apuleius uses it this 
way in his Apology and it appears in this context in the works of Catullus, Horace, and Pliny 
the Elder (Apul. Apol 88.13; Catull. 62.54; Hor. Epod. 2.10; Plin. HN 14.10.5.). These results 
have also, therefore, been excluded from my examination. As a result of this paring process, 
very few instances, only about sixteen, are of the noun referring to a particular wife or wives 
in general.  
1127 SPSS, detailed below, was relied upon to inform as to the statistically valid nature of the 
samples. The smallest sample that was still statistically valid was the concubinae. Both 
amicae and maritae were, depending on the cross-referenced point, often not statistically 
valid. When an item was not found to be statistically valid, this was made clear in the text, 
notes, or tables and graphs. 
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term of their spouse. Thus, men who call themselves mariti or contubernales, should 

have their wives (commemorated without a specific term) categorised with the 

maritae and female contubernales. Wives with multiple terms of relationship should 

likely be categorised with the term that best matches their epigraphic depiction.1128  

 

5. Sample of Contubernales  

From the original 387 inscriptions containing the stem contubern, 279 

usable inscriptions are left which may detail a spousal contubernalis 

relationship.1129 Fragmentary inscriptions have been deleted from the sample.1130 

                                       
1128 The first category was created to account for women commemorated by men who 
identified themselves as husbands (e.g. maritus, coniunx, or contubernalis) but who did not 
state a term of relation for the deceased wife—this was unusual in general and for women in 
particular (Harrod, Latin Terms, 72). Since this artificial category was created in order to deal 
with a specific inscriptional issue, there is no corresponding literary section. This category 
has been included in the statistical modelling in Appendix B as part of the usage patterns 
for the entire category of commemorated wives but it has been removed from the main 
argument because, due to its small size, it was less informative in and of itself. This is a 
small sample with only fifty-two commemorated women without a term of relationship 
applied directly to them. Thus, it is necessary to turn to the term of relationship that the 
men apply to themselves. This is the opposite of the usual pattern in which the dedicating 
male spouse rarely has a term of relation applied to him. For these fifty-two women, the 
overwhelming majority—forty-six (83.6%)—were commemorated by a man referring to 
himself as a maritus. The remaining six were commemorated by male contubernales and 
male coniuges. Interestingly, one inscription involves the commemoration of a single woman 
by three men who identified themselves as coniuges, such as in CIL 6.8957: Dis Manibus 
Claudia Augusti liberta Parata ornatrix vixit annos XXVII Tiberius Iulius Romanus Tiberius 
Claudius Priscus Nedimus Augusti servus coniuges eius de suo. = "To the Spirits of the Dead: 
Claudia Parata, imperial freedwoman, a hairdresser, lived for 27 years. Tiberius Julius 
Romanus, Tiberius Claudius Priscus, and Nedimus, an imperial slave, her husbands 
[coniuges] [made this] from their own money." My translation. What becomes apparent is 
that these women, most of whom were commemorated by mariti, should be categorised with 
the term of relation applied to the male spouse (mariti = marita and contubernalis = 
contubernalis). The Multiple Term category grew out of the realisation that some wives were 
called by more than one term. Sometimes a coniunx was also explicitly identified as her 
husband’s liberta. Sometimes an uxor was also called a contubernalis. What did this mean? 
The statistical profiling software, SPSS, required that this be treated as a separate group and 
this has proven to be useful. The sixty women referred to by more than one term of relation 
account for 2.8% of the current sample which is a significant portion of the total. These 
inscriptions do not have the pattern expected in that they do not align exactly with any of 
the other groups; they appear to have been a bridge group with aspects of both contubernium 
and legal marriage with status likely being the underlying determining factor rather than 
term. 
1129 As with my other inscriptions, I have used Dr. Manfred Clauss’ online epigraphy 
database in order to find inscriptions detailing contubernales in Rome. Epigraphik 
Datenbank: <http://compute-in.ku-eichstaett.de:8888/pls/epigr/epigraphik> A search for the 
stem contubern* in the location Roma results in 387 inscriptions. However, there are not 387 
inscriptions detailing contubernales in Rome; rather there are between 378 and 382 
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What, then, do these usable inscriptions say about Roman contubernium? First, 

eight of these inscriptions contain multiple partners in contubernia relationships 

and will be discussed separately.1131 These help shed light on the seemingly simple 

and marital “one man and one woman” inscriptions. This leaves 270 inscriptions 

which detail what appear to be single male-female marital unions. Of these 270 

inscriptions, only the 176 in which the commemorated person was a female 

                                       
contubernium inscriptions for Rome. There are several reasons for this discrepancy between 
the raw data and my final data. First, there is reduplication of inscriptions within the Clauss 
database. CIL 06.17901 appears twice in the Clauss search results—once listed under 
6.17901 (its correct number) and once embedded with 6.17900, which is not a contubernalis 
inscription Second, there is a lack of concordance for three inscriptions appearing separately 
in both CIL and AE which doubles their count. The usual concordance of identical 
inscriptions in different collections has simply been missed in the transcription of these 
three epitaphs into the Clauss database resulting in a count of six inscriptions rather than 
the correct three: AE 1906, 00101 = CIL 6.38976; AE 1909, 00093 =CIL 6.37796; and AE 
1984, 00078 = CIL 6.28786. This still leaves a discrepancy of four inscriptions between my 
data and the raw Clauss data. In the case of AE 1985.00134 and AE 1992.00198, I have 
chosen to count only one as the two inscriptions are identical except for one letter difference 
in a single name. The last three inscriptions that I have chosen not to include in my 
database from the raw Clauss search results are CIL 06.14241; CIL 06.14242; and CIL 
06.14244. All three make up component parts of the larger CIL 06.14243 which I do count. 
However, there must be a further division made between those that can be counted as 
spousal inscriptions and those that cannot. There are 100 contubernium inscriptions that 
cannot be counted in my database of spousal inscriptions. First, not all contubernium 
inscriptions are between spouses: there are thirty-six military contubernium inscriptions in 
the search results. These cannot be included as they do not record a spousal-style 
relationship that could be interpreted as a form of Roman marriage. A military contubernalis 
inscription would include: AE 1980, 00111: D(is) M(anibus) G[3] / Serenus [mil(es) coh(ortis)] / 
praet(oriae) [3]/nus con[tub(ernalis) bene] / merent[i fecit]. A non-military and non-spousal 
contubernalis inscription would include: CIL 6.6357: Diomedi tabel(larius) / contubernales / 
dant. 
1130 There are sixty-four inscriptions which are too abbreviated or fragmentary to be usable 
or which do not give enough information to know whether or not the relationship was 
spousal. Two examples will illustrate this point. First, CIL 6.07562 reads: “D(is) M(anibus) / 
Manliae / Damalidi / c(ontubernali?) k(arissimae?) f(ecit?) / Severus.” On first glance at the 
search results, this looks like a very useful inscription for the study of contubernium. 
However, once the expansions of the original abbreviations are deleted, we are left with 
considerably less information: “D M / Manliae / Damalidi / c k f / Severus.” It therefore 
becomes inadvisable, due to the abbreviated nature of this inscription, to include it among 
our more readable contubernium inscriptions, especially given that the letter “c” can be an 
abbreviation for several possible words, including coniunx. An example of an inscription 
which is so fragmentary that the details of the relationship have been lost is AE 1999.00320 
which reads: “]re / [3 co]ntuber(nali) / [3]ssimae / [”. Again, when the expansions are deleted, 
the surviving text is problematic: “re / ntuber / ssimae” The amount of detail lost on this 
inscription makes it basically useless to the current study. These epitaphs are typical of the 
inscriptions I have chosen not to count in all categories. 
1131 These eight inscriptions include: CIL 6.06647; CIL 6.07297 = D 07418; CIL 6.18045; CIL 
6.22738; CIL 6.26451; CIL 6.28534; CIL 6.33666; CIL 6.35343; and CIL 6.36456. 
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contubernalis (8.3% of the sample) will be studied.1132 When examining the 168 

literary passages found in PHI under a search of contubern*, only those that are 

pertinent to the current study (i.e. that illustrate a male-female relationship that 

was likely marital) have been examined. 

 

6. Sample of Concubinae 

In CIL 6, there are thirty-nine inscriptions that contain the stem concubin, 

which would include all words related to concubinage with that stem in Latin. In all 

volumes of CIL, there are only 107 inscriptions that contain the stem concubin and 

only 143 in all corpora available through the Epigraphik Datenbank. This is not 

many when compared to the more than 5,000 inscriptions in CIL 6 alone that use a 

variation of the term coniunx to indicate a spouse of either sex. In Latin literature, 

there are only 121 passages that use the stem “concubin.” Several of these do not 

refer to female concubines.1133 Another forty-six of these passages are from Roman 

legal texts.1134 Though these legal sources are very informative to the identity of 

concubinae, it becomes clear, through a comparison to the epitaphs, that the legal 

sources did not always reflect the lower-class portrayal of concubinae. However, the 

legal sources do indicate the degree to which concubinatus was a concern for the 

Roman jurists—and this is the opposite of the situation found for contubernium. 

Of the 143 inscriptions that make a reference to a concubina, only ninety-

eight were usable. As with all other samples, any inscriptions that were 

fragmentary or unusable have been discounted. In addition, any that record the 

concubina as the dedicator have also been discounted as these were beyond the 

stated purpose of this study. This study is restricted to those ninety-eight where the 

                                       
1132 An examination of husbands in general, and male contubernales specifically, would be a 
welcome addition to Latin literature on marriage available but is beyond the scope of the 
current project. 
1133 For example, see Sen. Con. 4.pr.10.5. Apul. Met. 8.26.20. Catull. 61.123 (130) 
1134 Dig. 20.1.8.pr.1; Dig. 23.2.24.pr.2; Dig. 23.2.41.1.1; Dig. 23.2.56.pr.1; Dig. 24.1.3.2.1; 
Dig. 24.1.58.pr.2; Dig. 24.1.58.1.2; Dig. 24.2.11.1.1; Dig. 24.2.11.2.12; Dig. 25.2.17.pr.1; 
Dig. 25.7.t.1.1; Dig. 25.7.1.pr.1; Dig. 25.7.1.pr.3; Dig. 25.7.1.pr.4; Dig. 25.7.1.1.1; Dig. 
25.7.1.2.2; Dig. 25.7.1.3.1; Dig. 25.7.1.4.1; Dig. 25.7.2.pr.1; Dig. 25.7.2.pr.2; Dig. 
25.7.3.pr.1; Dig. 25.7.3.pr.3; Dig. 25.7.3.1.2; Dig. 25.7.3.1.2; Dig. 25.7.4.pr.1; Dig. 
25.7.5.pr.1; Dig. 31.1.29.pr.3; Dig. 31.1.29.1.1; Dig. 32.1.29.pr.2; Dig. 32.1.41.5.1; Dig. 
32.1.41.6.1; Dig. 32.1.49.4.2; Dig. 33.2.24.1.2; Dig. 34.1.15.1.2; Dig. 34.1.15.1.7; Dig. 
34.1.15.1.9; Dig. 34.9.16.1.2; Dig. 38.1.46.pr.1; Dig. 38.10.7.pr.2; Dig. 45.1.121.1.2; Dig. 
48.5.14.pr.1; Dig. 48.5.14.pr.3; Dig. 48.5.14.1.1; Dig. 48.5.14.6.4; Dig. 48.5.35.1.1; Dig. 
50.16.144.pr.3. 
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concubina was the commemorated person (making concubinae 4.6% of the entire 

sample) as these aid in understanding the portrayal of women in intimate 

relationships. 

 

7. Sample of Amicae 

In Rome, there are forty-eight inscriptions recording an amica. Of these, only 

thirty-six were included in the present study. The evidence suggests that of these 

inscriptions, very few indicate a marital or sexual relationship. Although amica can 

mean “girlfriend” or “mistress”, it can also simply mean “female friend,” often of 

another woman. As nineteen of the thirty-six amicae inscriptions are women 

commemorating deceased amicae, this would appear to be the case though a more 

complete investigation of the amicus/amica inscriptions would be required to state 

this definitively.1135 This usage changes in Latin literature. A search of the stem 

amica results in 448 matches. Of these, only the passages referring to an amica (as 

opposed to the adjectival use) will be examined and compared to the epitaphs. What 

will appear is that the Latin literary treatment of this word was ambiguous—it 

could have several meanings, with a tendency toward a disparaging or sexual 

meaning depending on the author using it. This does not match the findings of the 

epitaphs and it appears there is a difference between the two sources. However, the 

small numbers, combined with the intricate and painstaking analysis of the literary 

evidence, resulting from the multi-faceted meaning of this term in the literature, 

has meant that this material is not comparable at the present time to the other 

terms of relationship. Consequently, this material will be spoken of for trend-worthy 

comparisons in the body of the text but the main amica discussion has been left to 

Appendix C, following the statistical charts of Appendix B. 

 

III. Creating a Database 

These inscriptions were then entered into a database program. One of the 

most problematic and time-consuming aspects of this study, and any study of 

                                       
1135 In Clauss, there are 188 inscriptions including the term “amica.” When the 
genitive/dative is used, “amicae,” this falls to 121. However, a search for the stem “amic,” 
results in 1,891 inscriptions. A more thorough study of amica/amicus inscriptions is called 
for in order to fully investigate this term. 
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inscriptions, was the creation of a usable database.1136 Following Sigismund-

Nielsen’s argument that everything on an epitaph is important, as many fields as 

possible were created in order to tabulate data. The methodology used in placing 

inscriptions into a database was primarily based on that posited by Sigismund-

Nielsen with some alterations based on the topic under investigation; the database 

was created specifically for this study by the author. Following Sigismund-Nielsen, 

the current study largely treats the inscriptions as textual entities though physical 

context remains an important modifier.1137  

In this database, because the examination was only of female intimate 

partners or wives who were commemorated, the following information was recorded 

(more will be said below on items marked with an asterisk while others are self-

explanatory):  

! inscription number 
! inscription text 
! comments (anything about the inscription that could be useful such 

as secondary usage or physical context) 
! tomb type* 
! the date of the inscription by century* 
! imperial nomina* 
! whether or not the male and female partner have the same nomen 

(this can be useful for status determinations) 
! each partner’s nomen 
! the term of relationship for the male and female partner 
! which one was commemorated and which one was the dedicator 
! the status of each* 
! whether or not there was an epithet used 
! the epithets applied to each (with space for 6)*1138 
! the occupation, if any, recorded for each 
! the age, if any, recorded for each (see epithets*) 
! the length of the marriage (see epithets*) 
! the age of the woman at “marriage” (only if the previous two are 

recorded can this be determined) 
! whether or not the man was or had been in the military 

                                       
1136 In the creation of my database, I went through three programs and many databases 
before creating the one currently in use. The advantage of FileMaker (over Access) is the ease 
with which one can make “on-the-fly” changes to the database without having to start from 
scratch. This was time-consuming, however, and the project of creating a workable database 
took two years. A great deal was learned, however, and a new database would be much less 
time-consuming to create or operate. 
1137 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 11. 
1138 For the importance of epithets to understanding terms of relationship, see Sigismund-
Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets in Roman Epitaphs” and “The Value of Epithets in Pagan and 
Christian Epitaphs from Rome.” 
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! whether or not it was from Rome (most of the inscriptions are but, for 
concubinage, there was such a small sample that inscriptions from 
outside Rome were used as well) 

 

With this information entered, it was possible to complete multi-level 

searches for combinations of fields. For example, it is possible to see how many 

women of a particular term were commemorated by husbands of a particular term 

or how many women commemorated with Term X were of freed status. The data is 

searchable and re-searchable which enabled close refinement while writing. 

Creating the database allowed the data to be viewed in a broken-up form while still 

keeping it related to the original epitaph. It soon became clear that certain factors 

were very important to the portrayal of an intimate partner. 

 

IV. Factors in Counting 

 1. Modern Inscriptional Methodologies  

Richard P. Saller and Brent D. Shaw have written some of the most 

influential articles on both the make-up of the Roman family and the usage of 

epitaphs in its examination.1139 Studies on the Roman family have relied heavily on 

the work done by Saller and Shaw. Their groundbreaking study was “Tombstones 

and Roman Family Relations in the Principate,” written jointly in 1984. This article 

will be the focus of this discussion as both Saller and Shaw continue to use the 

methodology which they proposed in it, both cite this article in their subsequent 

                                       
1139 In addition to their most influential article, “Tombstones and Roman Family Relations in 
the Principate: Civilians, Soldiers and Slaves,” JRS 74 (1984): 125-156, Saller and Shaw 
have also co-written “Close Kin Marriage in Roman Society?,” Man n.s. 19 (1984): 431-444. 
Independently, the two have continued to publish and are highly influential in Roman social 
history. Richard P. Saller’s articles and books include (but are not limited to): Patriarchy, 
Property, and Death in the Roman Family (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994). 
“Corporal Punishment, Authority, and Obedience in the Roman Household” in Marriage, 
Divorce, and Children in Ancient Rome, ed. Beryl L. Rawson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 
144-165. “Pietas, Obligation and Authority in the Roman Family” in Alte Geschichte und 
Wissenschaftsgeschichte, eds. Peter Kneissl and Volker Losemann. Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1988), 393-410. “Men’s Age at Marriage and Its 
Consequence in the Roman Family,” Classical Philology 82 (1987): 21-34. “Patria Potestas 
and the Stereotype of the Roman Family,” Continuity and Change 1 (1986): 7-22. “Familia, 
Domus  and Roman Conception of the Family,” Phoenix 38 (1984): 336-355. Brent D. Shaw’s 
articles include: “The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage, Some Reconsiderations,” JRS 77 
(1987): 30-46. “The Family in Late Antiquity: The Experience of Augustine,” Past and Present 
115 (1987): 3-51. “Latin Funerary Epigraphy and Family Life in the Later Roman Empire,” 
Historia 33 (1984): 457-497. 
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works, and this article is cited in all major works written since on the Roman 

family.1140  

One area in which this study and method diverge from that of Saller and 

Shaw is in the purpose for studying inscriptions. This study focuses on only one 

“type” of relationship (marital or intimate and of that, only commemorated women) 

and so does not delve into the topic of the nuclear family.1141 This section will 

examine the “counting methodology” employed by Saller and Shaw in order to 

explain the usage in the present study.  

First, when counting, Saller and Shaw write that they “suppressed” 

peculiarities in their sample that did not fit the pattern which they were seeking: 

“Since funerary dedications are far from uniform, they had to be reduced to a 

common format in order to measure and compare the data from them. This process 

requires that the peculiarities of given data sets be suppressed in order to gain 

comparability.”1142 One of the things suppressed was the number of individual 

relationships counted. Saller and Shaw write that:  

Any single type of relationship recorded on a tombstone was then entered on 
the grid as one relationship (N=I). In order to achieve comparability between 
samples, multiple occurrences of the same type of personal relationship were 
counted as equivalent to one relationship. For example, a tombstone that 
recorded a dedication by two sons to their father was reduced to one “son-to-
father” relationship on the ground that only one such type of relationship 
was involved.1143 
 

In this example, three people have been reduced to one relationship. The two sons 

who jointly set up a tombstone to their father were individuals. If information on 

each of these individuals were taken into account, one might find a much more 

complex situation than simply one father-son relationship (in actuality there were 

two father-son relationships).  

For the current study, this is especially problematic. If a man 

commemorated two wives on one tombstone, should this be taken to indicate one 
                                       
1140 See Rawson, Marriage, Divorce, and Children and Dixon, The Roman Family in Italy as 
just two of many possible examples. It is unlikely that a serious study of any aspect of the 
Roman family or the usage of tombstones has been done in the last twenty-five years 
without referencing this article or another by Saller and/or Shaw. 
1141 For a critique of the nuclear family theory and Saller’s and Shaw’s methodology in 
general, see Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations. 
1142 Saller and Shaw, “Tombstones,” 131.  
1143 Saller and Shaw, “Tombstones,” 131. 
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spousal relationship? Given that there are examples of one man commemorating an 

uxor and a coniunx,1144 it is clear that these were thought of as two separate 

relationships. The same is true of the man who commemorated two uxores and one 

concubina.1145 Examples such as these illustrate the importance of examining each 

term separately. Data other than just the overall relationship must be taken into 

account. Part of the methodology used by Saller and Shaw includes the use of a 

grid of relationships based on modern nuclear versus extended family 

relationships.1146 For example, Saller and Shaw include sibling dedications in the 

“nuclear family” category but, as Dale B. Martin has argued, two adult brothers 

living together today would not count as a nuclear family.1147 There seems, 

therefore, to be a problem with grafting modern terms of relation onto Roman 

relationships. This will be, as the current study has shown, problematic for wives 

as well.  

Saller’s and Shaw’s articles were essential to stimulating the investigation of 

family relationships using epitaphs as a major source. What is more, their work has 

inspired numerous scholars to discuss a wide variety of topics related to the Roman 

family and they have, over the last quarter-century, been used as a starting point 

for these discussions.1148 Nevertheless, in light of new research, new inscriptions, 

                                       
1144  There are not many examples of this type but they do exist. One example is CIL 
6.15113: T(iberius) Claudius Hesychus / fecit sibi et / Claudiae Ode coniugi / et Claudiae 
Verae et / Claudiae Civitati f(iliabus) / et Claudio Vero f(ilio) / posterisque suis / et Rufriae 
Repentinae uxori. = "Tiberius Claudius Hesychus made this for himself and for Claudia Ode, 
his coniunx, and for Claudia Vera and Claudia Civitas, his daughters, and for Claudius 
Verus, his son, and for all their descendents and for Rufria Repentina, his uxor." My 
translation. 
1145 CIL 6.1906: Marcus Servilius Marci libertus Rufus / lictor se vivo fecit sibi et / Petiae Cai 
libertae Primae uxori et / Marciae ! [Caiae] libertae Felici concubinae obitae / Serviliae Marci 
libertae Apatae uxsori suae  = Marcus Servilius Rufus, freedman of Marcus, a lictor, made 
this for himself while living and for his uxor Petia Prima, freedwoman of Gaius, and for 
Marcia Felix, freedwoman of a woman, his deceased concubina, and for his uxor, Servilia 
Apata, freedwoman of Marcus. My translation. 
1146 Saller and Shaw, “Tombstones,” 131. They state that their “method was to establish a 
grid of personal relationships, the final form of which lists the most frequently found types: 
family, amity, and dependence.” 
1147 Dale B. Martin, “The Construction of the Ancient Family: Methodological 
Considerations,” JRS 86 (1996): 40-60. 
1148 Frier, “Review of Roman Marriage,” 95. Frier comments that Treggiari simply reports the 
work of Saller and Shaw and states that inscriptions “are also not much handled” by 
Treggiari. This is not an unusual approach as most studies of the family report the 
inscriptional work of Saller and Shaw. This is natural given the ground-breaking nature of 
their study but, as Frier concludes (98) in regard to Roman Marriage, her study is 
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and technological advances, their methodology needs to be reconsidered and new 

studies, working from the original material, are warranted. 

The method used here, and the use of a relational database, allows 

pluralized epithets to be easily counted. If a man commemorated three wives as 

carissimae, this has been recorded as three separate conjugal relationships—not 

one—and each wife was carissima. As stated above, the necessity of this approach 

becomes increasingly clear when an inscription records one man commemorating 

different women with different marital terms of relationship and different epithets. 

They cannot be seen as having the same relationship and so a term-specific 

counting method was necessary. 

 

2. Tombs and Inscriptions 

A full discussion of tombs can be found in various works on Roman burial 

practices and is beyond the scope of this investigation.1149 For the purposes of the 

current study, it is important to understand that there were, basically, three types 

of tombs found in Rome: household tombs, columbaria burials, and single graves. 

Sigismund-Nielsen summarizes these three types as follows: 

The first type was the so called household tomb meant as a burial place for 
the members of a household. The epitaphs put up in connection with this 
type of commemoration are frequently called titulus inscriptions. I use this 
term in this study interchangeably with the term “household tomb 
inscriptions”. For this type of tomb social display was an important aspect. 
The second type was the underground columbarium, which was not meant 
for social display. Here individuals were buried in urns with small 
commemorative plaques attached. The third type was the single grave in 
which some were commemorated individually in a single burial place. These 
were not intended, ostentatiously, for social display, as were the household 
tombs. They were, however, provided with very detailed epitaphs attached to 

                                       
“considerably weaker in linking these [upper-class] perceptions [of marriage] to the 
actuality.…” In a note (Roman Marriage, 231-232, n. 11), Treggiari states that she has relied 
heavily on the unpublished inscriptional work of Susan Dorken and that her own study is 
based on Jory’s index to CIL and Carmina epigraphica. She writes of the importance of 
chastity but states that this is “fairly often given a prominent place on the longer eulogies, 
many of which are in verse and therefore conveniently assembled in the Carmina 
epigraphica.” She argues that the literary sources confirm the importance of chastity but a 
search of the Clauss database reveals that there are very few epitaphs with casitissima or 
variations and many are late. In the sample of women as intimate partners used here, it 
appears very rarely and as a later imperial epithet. 
1149 J.M.C. Toynbee, Death and Burial in the Roman World (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1971); Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations. 
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the tomb explaining to the unknown passer-by the relationship that had 
existed between the deceased and the commemorator.1150 
 

The method used here follows that of Sigismund-Nielsen in categorising 

inscriptions into the above three grave types: columbaria, single graves, and 

household tombs. It became apparent immediately that it was possible to identify 

household tombs through the formulations found on them. Columbaria graves have 

been designated as such in accordance with CIL. Single graves are difficult, 

however, to distinguish and there are, therefore, very few of these identified in the 

current sample. Almost all other inscriptions, those not labelled as belonging to a 

household tomb or columbarium burial, have been marked as unknown—it is 

simply impossible to tell what type of grave was originally associated with these 

inscriptions, though scholars are working on this problem.1151 This skews greatly in 

favour of the “unknown” grave type but there are still statistically valid results for 

the two remaining types and it is to these that the tables and graphs refer. In 

agreement with Sigismund-Nielsen’s argument that the physical context of tombs 

was significant,1152 the hypothesis employed here was that this context would shed 

light on the choice of adjectives used to describe wives and, in fact, the term of 

relation used to describe the wife. This has turned out to be the case. Certain terms 

are over-represented on one type of burial and this indicates that burial style 

influenced the choice of term (or vice versa). 

 

3. Imperial Nomina and Other Dating Criteria 

Imperial nomina have been used in order to date inscriptions coupled with 

other internal criteria. Dated inscriptions were then categorised into two fields: one 

is for century and one is for imperial nomina. Thus, based on internal criteria, 

inscriptions were assigned a date of first, second, or third century, or “Late” (if there 

were other markers such as a “K” where a “C” would have earlier been used or a “B” 

                                       
1150 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 15. 
1151 Sigismund-Nielsen is working on internal markers (formulaic expressions, plot size, and 
editorial remarks in CIL 6) which she argues can be used to pinpoint grave type. For the 
exact breakdown of tomb type for the current samples, see Appendix B, Table 8 and Graphs 
6-8. 
1152 See Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen, “The Physical Context of Roman Epitaphs and the 
Structure of the Roman Family,” Analecta Romana Instituti Danici 23 (1996): 35-60. 
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where a “V” would have appeared) or “Christian,” which would imply a certain 

degree of “lateness.” The category of Christian was assigned if an inscription was 

from a Christian corpus (e.g. ICUR) or if it had a Christian marker (such as in 

pace).1153 Further sub-divisions were made based on imperial nomina: Julio-

Claudian, Flavian, Adopted Emperors, Aurelian, and Severan or other later 

emperors. The Valerian nomen was also included as it is datable to the later 

imperial period. In this way, it is possible to tell: a) whether or not there is a 

difference in commemoration patterns among centuries; b) if that difference can be 

seen on a smaller scale through the divisions of imperial dynasties; and c) if the 

advent of Christianity really changed how wives were seen or if the change is 

apparent earlier (and if so, when). Trends that are visible on a wide one hundred 

year scale can be narrowed down to particular dynasties of emperors. It is also 

possible to pinpoint when, exactly, certain epithets became commonly attributed to 

wives. It becomes evident that Christianity was not the cause of these changes as 

they became visible in the pagan epitaphs before Christianity had spread enough to 

be the underlying cause. 

In many ways, this dating of inscriptions is a test. Epigraphists, such as 

Bodel, have stated that internal criteria, such as imperial nomina, rather than cut-

marks and letter forms, are the only reliable ways by which to date epitaphs.1154 

This study supports the view that nomina are a viable way of dating epitaphs and 

takes this one step further. Future scholars will not only be able to see a difference 

in inscriptions by using imperial nomina to date them into groups but they will also 

be able to use epithets to date inscriptions. When an inscription does not have an 

imperial nomen (as many do not), it is possible to work backwards from the textual 

content to assign a date. An example of this hypothesis is as follows: if an 

inscription does not have a nomen associated with any particular time period, but it 

                                       
1153 Criteria include things like in pace indicating a Christian inscription or location in a 
columbarium. Lawrence Keppie, Understanding Roman Inscriptions (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1991), 28ff. Keppie notes that a T. Flavius is likely part of the 
Flavian period and an Aurelius may be from Marcus Aurelius’ reign but is more likely part of 
the general citizenship enrolment under Caracalla in 212. Thus, I have placed most Aurelian 
inscriptions in the third century while names related to the Adopted Emperors are in the 
second century. An inscription with both a Julius and a Claudius is likely first century. This 
is an area on which more work could be done. Following Bodel, I do not use letter forms to 
date, as this is unreliable. 
1154 Bodel, Epigraphic Evidence, 51. 
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does have other internal markers associated with inscriptions dated to (for example) 

the Julio-Claudian period, such as epithets that are particular to the early first 

century C.E., then an argument can be made for dating that inscription to the 

Julio-Claudian period. Epithets may, therefore, be usable as a secondary way to 

date inscriptions in the absence of nomina. 

 

4. Epithets1155  

At this point, it is necessary to outline the major epithets examined. Certain 

ideals are often seen as typical of Roman wives: chastity, modesty, fidelity, 

affection, and wool-working.1156 In the current study, all epithets were placed into 

an open field so that each epithet used for a wife could be counted and statistically 

tabulated (see Appendix B). Each epithet provides a window into the expectations 

and ideals held for wives or intimate partners in ancient Rome. However, this 

window is clouded if we do not know what they mean. Very few studies of epithets 

have been done. Samuel G. Harrod’s 1909 treatment, Latin Terms of Endearment, is 

still the standard1157 and Sigismund-Nielsen’s forthcoming book, Roman Relations, 

augments and expands Harrod’s study. These two works were relied on for the 

definition and interpretation of adjectival epithets used here. It will become clear, 

however,  that when dealing with terms related to only one type of relationship 

(marital), rather than looking at epithets used for all types of relationships, the 

meaning of epithets can be slightly skewed. Unless quoting, the feminine form of 

epithets will be used as this study is concerned with female commemorated 

partners.  

What will become clear is that epithets were integral to the various 

portrayals of Roman wives and intimate partners. In CIL 6 as a whole, 49% of 

epitaphs contain at least one epithet.1158 In the current sample of wives and female 

intimate partners alone, this rises to 74%. Epithets must have been important if 

three quarters of adult women commemorated by men in an intimate relationship 

                                       
1155 The exact breakdown of these can be found in Appendix B, Tables 3 and 4 and Graphs 3 
and 4. 
1156 See the section on “The Ideals of Roman Women and Marriage” (see above, p. 8). 
1157 Samuel Glenn Harrod, Latin Terms of Endearment and of Family Relationship: A 
Lexicographical Study based on Volume VI of the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1909). 
1158 Sigismund-Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets,” 175. 
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had at least one applied to them. What, then, did these epithets mean? Before we 

can understand how the usage of these differs in relation to the various female 

terms of relationship, we must first know what they meant. 

 

A. A Note on Superlatives 

We will see that most epithets on tombstones are in the superlative and end 

in “issima” in Latin. In English, this is translated as “very” or “most.” A wife was not 

just dear (cara), she was very dear (carissima); she was not just good (bona), she 

was the best (optima).1159 According to Eleanor Dickey, the superlative either 

measures the person, in this case the wife, against all others or states that the 

quality was “present to a high degree.”1160 Thus, a wife is not just dear, she is the 

most dear wife of all possible wives or she is dear to an extreme degree. However, 

the use of superlatives in epitaphs is the opposite of what Dickey has seen in Latin 

literature where close relatives and spouses are addressed with the positive (cara) 

while more distant relations and friends would have the superlative applied to 

them. This indicates, to Dickey, that the superlative shows less affection and was 

“weaker” than the positive degree of an adjective. This was caused by overuse of the 

superlative, which weakened it and, as a result, poets re-introduced the positive 

adjective as the stronger version.1161 What does this mean for inscriptions where 

the superlative is the norm? Dickey notes that the inscriptional material is quite 

different and that the findings of Sigismund-Nielsen and Harrod differ from her 

findings.1162 Therefore, it is necessary to turn back to Harrod and Sigismund-

Nielsen for inscriptional usage and meanings of epithets but to keep in mind the 

weaker usage of superlatives in Latin literature. 

 

 

 

 

                                       
1159 As we shall see, a woman could also be optatissima, an untranslatable superlative of the 
superlative optima. 
1160 Eleanor Dickey, Latin Forms of Address From Plautus to Apuleius (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 134. 
1161 Dickey, Latin Forms of Address, 135-136. 
1162 Dickey, Latin Forms of Address, 130, n. 1.  
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B. Age, Length of Marriage (LOM), and Sine Phrases 

Harrod does not discuss age or LOM. This is not surprising given the nature 

of his study in which he examined adjectives.1163 Sigismund-Nielsen discusses age 

in relation to the breakdown of age ranges within CIL and in relation to specific 

epithets but she does not discuss it as an epithet in and of itself. Nor, as her study 

is not specific to wives, does she do this for length of marriage. It quickly became 

apparent that these two items were very important to the corpus of spousal 

inscriptions under examination and that they were significant in and of themselves 

and not dependent on other epithets. Age was the second most common epithet 

applied to wives after bene merens; length of marriage was tied for fourth. They 

must have been significant. What then, did they indicate when applied to a 

deceased female partner? 

Age and LOM are, depending on the number, indicative of the type of 

relationship and the type of grief on display. In relation to deceased children, 

Sigismund-Nielsen has already noted that: “the frequent indication of age in these 

inscriptions, should be considered an indication of the important idea of mors 

immatura. These dedications tell us as much about thwarted expectations as about 

emotional loss.”1164 However, she sees this as being an “epithetical expression in 

connection with an epithet proper” indicating that the child was “‘so young and very 

sweet’ or ‘too young and very dutiful’. We might call this use of age indications 

sentimentalising.”1165 Though an age on an epitaph is indicative of “thwarted 

expectations,” “emotional loss,” or “sentimentalising,” it is also used, for wives, 

independently of other epithets. When applied to very young wives, we will see that 

the emotional loss and thwarted expectations are present. However, with wives, as 

opposed to children, we also see older ages recorded. What does it mean when a 

man commemorated his wife as having lived to be 40, 50, or 60? This was 

indicative of the ideal of concordia.1166 Whether one really had the choice to divorce 

                                       
1163 Harrod, Latin Terms, xi. 
1164 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 100. 
1165 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 106. 
1166 For an exact breakdown of age ranges found for females, see Appendix B, Table 5 and 
Graph 5. For Length of Marriage, see Table 6. Due to the statistical modelling, no graph was 
created for this table due to the high number with no length of marriage indicated. 
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or not,1167 the ideal of a long, harmonious marriage is presented and the grief at the 

loss of a “good” wife is highlighted. 

The same principles applied to length of marriage. A very short LOM 

indicates grief at the loss of a young wife and the stolen future—this family would 

have no children from a union lasting 5 days and 4 nights.1168 Similarly, a marriage 

lasting 46 years1169 could only have been a harmonious marriage. This may not 

have been the reality but it was what the author and audience would think or 

would want to think: long marriages equalled marital harmony.1170 As Keith 

Hopkins has noted, “those husbands who recorded the length of marriage tended to 

do so because they were proud of it, thought it something unusual.”1171 Long 

marriages were worth lauding, indicating that they were the ideal but perhaps not 

the norm (whether due to divorce or death is unknown). Also, though LOM and age 

are quite common on marital inscriptions, they were not required. A husband did 

not have to purchase an epitaph that gave his wife’s age or the length of their 

marriage. By paying to add this information to the inscription, the husband was 

adding to the portrayal of his loss. He was grieving for something and explaining 

the depth of that grief in a numerical fashion. Thus, Length of Marriage and Age at 

Death were, in and of themselves, expressions of grief at the loss of expectations 

held at the onset of a marriage (indicated by a small numerical value) or 

expressions of celebration and grief over the loss of a “good” wife after a long and 

harmonious marriage (indicated by a higher numerical value). 

These numerical epithets are both connected to concordia but, where 

concordia is relatively rare on inscriptions (there are only three examples in the 

current sample), another epithetical phrase is less so: sine phrases. A common 

expression was “sine ulla querella” which meant that the couple lived together 

without any complaint. Thus, their marriage was harmonious. This is similar to the 

                                       
1167 For more on divorce and divorce rates in Rome, see Susan Treggiari, “Divorce Roman 
Style: How Easy and How Frequent Was It?” in Marriage, Divorce, and Children in Ancient 
Rome, ed. Beryl L. Rawson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 31-46. 
1168 CIL 6.15514. 
1169 CIL 6.27880. 
1170 It goes without saying that marriages likely existed in Rome that were of long duration 
and miserable. My point is that to place on one’s tombstone that one was married for many, 
many years implied a good, happy marriage whether it was true or not. This was about the 
portrayal of the marriage and the wife as ideal and not about the reality.  
1171 Hopkins, “Age of Roman Girls,” 323. 
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meaning found for other ten sine combinations. Sine contumelia implies lack of 

outrage, dishonour, or insult.1172 Along with the others, examples such as sine 

offensa,1173 sine lite,1174 sine discordia,1175 sine iniuria,1176 sine verbo scabro,1177 all 

imply a harmonious co-existence. Jo-Ann Shelton has described these phrases as 

indicating that the wife “did not grate” on the husband or “get on his nerves.”1178 

She was not a nag and the lack of nagging contributed to the harmony of the 

marriage.1179  

Interestingly, phrases using sine appear more frequently than the actual 

term concordia (though still less frequently than LOM) and often appear in 

conjunction with LOM or age at death. Out of forty-six inscriptions containing a 

“sine” phrase, thirty-seven contain LOM with thirteen of those thirty-seven also 

giving the age of the wife when she died. An additional four give the age of the wife 

with no LOM. Thus, forty-one out of forty-six inscriptions with a sine phrase also 

recorded either a LOM, an age at death, or both. When the numerical values are 

given, an interesting correlation is found between sine phrases and a longer LOM or 

higher age at death (and for those that allow the computation of age at marriage, a 

lower age at marriage). For example, for the thirteen that give both LOM and Age at 

Death, the age at marriage tends to be low (only three were age 20 or more at 

marriage and eight were 15 or less at marriage). For the seventeen inscriptions that 

give sine with an Age at Death, thirteen of the women were over thirty when they 

died and all but one (who died at age 12) were 23 or older. For LOM, thirty-five of 

the thirty-seven inscriptions have a readable LOM. The shortest marriages were 

four years and seven years. Such short lengths are unusual with sine. Only seven 

marriages with sine were less than fifteen years in length while twenty-one of the 

                                       
1172 CIL 6.15488. 
1173 AE 1911, 00192; CIL 6.37317; CIL 6.7340 (sine offensa meaning “without any injury or 
wrong or offense against another person”). 
1174 CIL 6.18319 (sine lite meaning “without disagreement” from lis, litis f. meaning dispute, 
quarrel, or disagreement, with a legal origin). 
1175 CIL 6.9072 (p 3464) (sine discordia meaning “without discord”). 
1176 CIL 6.8431 (p 3457); CIL 6.26281 (sine iniuria meaning “without harshness”). 
1177 CIL 6.15696 (sine verbo scabro meaning “without a rough word”). 
1178 Jo-Ann Shelton, “Pliny the Younger, and the Ideal Wife,” 175 and 180. 
1179 For the testamentary meaning of querela (querela inofficiosi testamenti or the “complaint 
of the unduteous will”), see Champlin, Final Judgements, 15, 20, 113, 120. This aspect does 
not apply here; the meaning, when found on spousal tombs, is clearly epithetical rather 
than testamentary. 
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marriages lasted twenty years or more. Thus, there is a distinct connection between 

the ideal of a harmonious marriage, signified by sine phrases, and LOM. Connected 

to this is the fact that many marriages with a sine phrase record either a relatively 

long marriage or an older wife indicating that the marriage was long and 

harmonious in an intertwining of ideals. 

 

C. Bene Merens 

Bene Merens is a difficult epithet to categorise in part because, as 

Sigismund-Nielsen has illustrated, it was often abbreviated as an inscriptional 

marker and so had no epithetical meaning.1180 In the database, an attempt was 

made to eliminate all abbreviated forms.1181 If an epitaph contained B.M. and no 

other epithet, age indication, or length of marriage indication, it was counted as not 

having an epithet. Only the fully written, epithetical version of bene merens was 

counted in an attempt to examine it as an epithet rather than as a graphic marker 

indicating the end of the inscription. As with all inscriptions, bene merens is the 

most used epithet for wives (34%). This is slightly higher than for CIL as a 

whole.1182 But what does it mean? 

In Latin literature, it was used of someone who had done something 

deserving of gratia. One was well-deserving for having supplied a service. It was 

most often applied to patrons, freedmen, slaves, or foster children.1183 How, then, 

does this relate to marriage and why was it used so frequently of spouses? It is due 

to the nature of marriage. More will be said on this, but marriage implies, or 

implied for the Romans, a sense of obligation. Fulfilling one’s obligations resulted in 

concord, an important ideal for wives.  

                                       
1180 Sigismund-Nielsen, “Interpreting Epithets,” 181. Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 
91. Harrod does not discuss it due to its frequency. See Harrod, Latin Terms, 1-2. 
1181 Due to the nature of the database and the original source, the Clauss Slaby Epigraphic 
Database, some B.M. abbreviations may have been expanded and have slipped in unnoticed. 
But, there are likely not many. Slightly more than half of inscriptions containing Bene 
merens have it as the only epithet on the epitaph. 
1182 See Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 92. Sigismund-Nielsen has found that 30% of 
epithets are bene. However, for spouses of both genders alone, she has found bene  at a rate 
of 34%. The current study supports this with wives and female intimate partners being 
commemorated with bene merens  at a rate of 34.4% (see Table 4 in Appendix B). However, 
this rate changes significantly when the exact Latin term is added as a criterion with usage 
ranging from 2% to 43%. 
1183 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 92ff. 
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Bene merens, therefore, when used as an epithet proper, seems primarily to 
have been intended to characterize relationships based on obligation. The 
relatives of the commemorated persons express their gratitude towards the 
deceased, who had done what could be expected to make the relationship a 
harmonious one.1184 

 

This, then, is the connection to marriage: bene merens signified that one had done 

what one could as a wife to make the marriage work. 

 

D. Carissima 

Carissima was the third most commonly used epithet for wives (18%) after 

bene merens and age. It means “very dear” but there were further connotations. It 

had political usage in Latin literature and was also applied to friends, though rarely 

in the epitaphs. It was often, in literature, used by a person of superior status to 

one of inferior status (patron to slave/freedman or emperor to correspondent) and 

was “used in the inscriptions to indicate friendly and warm feelings towards the 

person characterized.”1185 Harrod believes that it was “the term chosen to express 

the affection of husband for wife.”1186 Since it was used very frequently for wives, 

this seems to have been the case though, as we will see, “affection” may not be a 

simple thing to define when discussing Roman wives and husbands. This epithet 

often implied a sense of friendship and closeness implying that marital affection 

was connected to friendship. 

 

E. Dulcissima 

Dulcis, though often applied to children and infants, was also used for lovers 

and had a heavy erotic tone.1187 One would expect to find it often used for beloved 

wives. This is not the case as it appears on fewer than 5% of epitaphs to wives. It 

means “very sweet” and was a sentimentalising epithet.1188 Small children are very 

sweet—not wives. So what does it mean when a wife was called sweet? Was this a 

sign of love or a sign of patronisation? Was this epithet affected by time or term? 

                                       
1184 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 94. 
1185 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 94ff. 
1186 Harrod, Latin Terms, 5. 
1187 Harrod, Latin Terms, 9. Cf. Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 96ff. 
1188 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 97-98. 70% of those with an age and dulcissima 
are under 16 whereas 66% of those with an age and carissima are under 26. 
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How did it compare to carissima? We will see that dulcissima, when applied to 

wives, was a late epithet. Its usage spiked in the later second to third century, 

specifically in relation to the nomen “Aurelius.”1189 There was a change in epithet 

usage for wives; they were no longer seen in the same light as partners in a 

harmonious marriage. 

 

F. Pientissima/Piissima 

There was no difference between these two epithets in meaning and so they 

have been categorised together for ease of counting, following Sigismund-

Nielsen.1190 The ideal of dutifulness was rarely applied to spouses (5%); it was 

usually used to describe older children. Pietas was the opposite of carus and dulcis 

in that it always implied action and this would be connected to its connotations of 

reciprocal duty.1191 The current sample shows that, for wives, pientissima was 

rarely statistically significant. Its usage did not change depending on either time 

period or term of relationship. The area that affected the use of pientissima was 

status: a wife in a lower status groups was more likely to be called pientissima.1192 

 

G. Optima and Sanctissima 

Sigismund-Nielsen sees optima as a relatively neutral epithet that was 

usually applied to parents, patrons and “other” relationships. Its tone was formal 

with moral connotations of: worthiest, most excellent, most honest, or best in 

character.1193 However, when one looks at it only in relation to wives, differences in 

usage even among one term of relationship are obvious and its moral connotation, 

with the meaning of one who had “faithfully fulfilled his [her] obligations”1194 or one 

who was of the highest character, is highlighted. The use of optima was integrally 

connected to the term used for the wife, the place of her burial, and her status.1195 

                                       
1189 See Appendix B, Table 13 and Graph 44 for dulcissima by nomina and Table 12 and 
Graph 28 for dulcissima by century. 
1190 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 101. And Harrod, Latin Terms, 15. 
1191 Harrod, Latin Terms, 15-16; Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 100ff. 
1192 See Appendix B, Table 28. 
1193 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 104. 
1194 Harrod, Latin Terms, 19. 
1195 See Appendix B, Table 29, Table 10 and Graph 15, Table 12 and Graph 31, and Table 13 
and Graph 46. 
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Sanctissima, which denoted high personal morals and was almost 

exclusively applied to wives,1196 is tied in the current sample with LOM as the 

fourth most common epithet. Perhaps this should come as no surprise. As with 

optima, sanctissima was connected to status, term of relation, and time period.1197 It 

was not a static epithet applied to all wives of all status groups at all times. It is 

difficult to translate and to turn it into “most holy” or “most reverential” in English 

brings a religious connotation that was not present for the Romans. It can likely, in 

many instances, be read as a synonym for castissima or pudicissima1198 and was 

related to sexual morals. We should not, therefore, be surprised that it became 

used more frequently in the second century. It will most frequently be translated as 

“very revered.” 

 

H. Incomparabilis 

The rarity of incomparabilis in the general population of CIL (~1%) makes its 

usage among wives (4.4%) in the current study all the more interesting. It is most 

often applied to women.1199 It is here translated as “incomparable” and Harrod 

classifies it with optima as “a term of esteem rather than endearment. It does not 

imply affection necessarily.”1200 It was used more for coniuges than uxores and 

more often in the second century with a distinct lack of usage under the Julio-

Claudians.1201 

 

I. Castissima, Pudicissima, Fidelissima 

These epithets are all quite rare in inscriptions generally; as a result, 

Sigismund-Nielsen does not discuss them in any great depth. Chastity was 

associated with wives but she only has seven examples in her CIL 6 sample and it 

was more common in the Christian catacomb material. She discusses it in the 

context of Christianity and the change in meaning: “Further it cannot be 

                                       
1196 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 104-105. 
1197 Table and Graph 4, Table 10 and Graph 18, Table 12 and Graph 34, Table 13 and 
Graph 48, and Table 31. 
1198 Harrod, Latin Terms, 22. “It implies purity and chastity.” 
1199 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 173. 
1200 Harrod, Latin Terms, 24. 
1201 See Appendix B, Table 4, Graph 4, Table 10, Graph 20, Table 12, Graph 36, Table 13, 
Graph 49. 
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emphasized enough that castitas in pagan Rome had many more connotations than 

sexual fidelity, that it did not imply a passive secluded life and that ‘chastity’ 

usually only had indirect religious implications. In early Christian literature castitas 

always refers to a person’s sexual conduct.”1202 For fidelis and pudica, she also sees 

a Christian bias. She has few examples of fidelis in CIL 6 and most are to wives. 

She has no examples of pudica until she turns to the Christian material. Pudica 

was similar in meaning to castitas while fidelis had connotations of trust and 

subservience.1203 It is however, as Langlands has shown, quite difficult to define 

exactly. It has connotations of moral and sexual appropriateness.1204 Castissima 

has been translated as “very chaste” and pudicissima as either “very chaste” or 

“very modest” while fidelissima is “very faithful.”  

Harrod also sees castissimus as very rare. He finds forty instances of its use 

and the current sample has a total of forty-eight. It is rare. It is usually applied to a 

wife and is similar in meaning to sanctissima and, therefore, purity.1205 Pudicissima 

is listed with other rare epithets.1206 Harrod goes further in the meaning of 

fidelissima. He notes that it was almost never applied to blood relations because “it 

is properly used of one who is strictly observant of fides, an obligation which does 

not arise from blood relationship but from contract.” Harrod argues that this 

explains the “disproportionate frequency” when this epithet was applied to friends, 

“underlings,” or to husbands or wives who were “faithful to the marriage vows.”1207 

Again, the wife had done what she should do for the good of the marriage if she was 

fidelissima. These three epithets are those expected by a majority of scholars, yet 

they do not, in reality, appear frequently. In the current study, as shown above, 

they were either temporally late or Christian (which would also make them 

temporally late).1208  

 

!

                                       
1202 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 185. See 182ff for full discussion of castus/casta. 
1203 Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 192ff. 
1204 See Langlands, Sexual Morality, 18-23. 
1205 Harrod, Latin Terms, 37-38. 
1206 Harrod, Latin Terms, 46. 
1207 Harrod, Latin Terms, 29. 
1208 See Appendix B, Table 4, Graph 4, Table 10, Graphs 21 and 22, Table 12, Graphs 29, 
37, and 38, Table 13, Graphs 45 and 50.  
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J. Amantissima 

Sigismund-Nielsen does not discuss amantissima; there are so few instances 

that it does not warrant discussion. Harrod does discuss it. He claims it is found 

sixty-one times in various forms. A search of CIL 6 from Clauss’ database finds 

sixty examples. It simply was not common. It was most often applied to wives or 

children and Harrod sees amantissima as slightly more commonly applied to wives 

but only very slightly. It could be active or passive and, in many cases, it is 

impossible to tell.1209 I have chosen, in most cases, to translate it as very loving (e.g. 

for my very loving concubina) without worrying about whether it is active or passive. 

It was unusually connected to concubinage and maritae and has a tendency to be 

over-represented in later epitaphs.1210 

 

5. Status On Inscriptions 

In addition to counting inscriptions and relating them to literary evidence, a 

further problematic issue in using inscriptional evidence is that of status. Few 

inscriptions seem to provide a clear-cut status for the commemorated or dedicator. 

Unmistakable status can be indicated by affiliation (X is the son of Y and therefore 

a freeborn Roman) or by libertination (A is the freedman of B and therefore is an ex-

slave) or by slave status (B dedicates this to his co-slave so both are slaves). How 

then, should the hundreds of inscriptions that do not give this information be 

categorised? There are two parts to this problem. First, the presence of a nomen 

indicates that a person, male or female, was free. The problem is that it is now 

unclear how they came by their free status. Were they freeborn or were they freed 

slaves? This can have an impact on the interpretation of these epitaphs, as the 

statuses of the two were different. Should they be categorised as free (and have 

separate categories for certainly freeborn and certainly freed so as to differentiate) 

or should they be categorised as incerti.1211 The second side of the problem is people 

                                       
1209 Harrod, Latin Terms, 31-32. 
1210 See Appendix B, Table 4 and Graph 4, Table 10 and Graph 11, Table 12 and Graph 26, 
Table 13 and Graph 41. 
1211 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 284. Joshel, Work, Status, and Legal Identity, 39. Joshel 
calls them “uncertain freeborn.” In the earliest study, Taylor, “Freedmen and Freeborn,” 117, 
called them incerti. 
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commemorated with only one name. Often, this is taken to indicate slave status,1212 

but it may simply indicate a poor free person who did not want to go to the expense 

of adding extra letters.1213  

The classification of status could affect significantly the number of epitaphs 

relegated to a particular status group, which could influence the comparison of 

different status groups and, therefore, the results.1214 Beryl Rawson has, quite 

rightly, criticised previous studies for assuming that all persons with nomina on 

epitaphs were not merely free but freeborn.1215 She chooses to categorise them as 

“uncertain” or “incerti.”1216  

However, it was these people themselves who chose to identify themselves by 

name only with no status indication thus showing that they were citizens 

regardless of their status at birth. The reason why so many spousal relationships 

lack a definitive status indication is because the type of relationship being 

commemorated did not require status. The man purchasing an epitaph for his wife 

knew what his wife’s status was but it did not matter to the type of relationship 

being commemorated. Some relationships such as patronage almost always have 

deliberate status indications; these were unnecessary to the marital relationships 

examined here. They were free and that was sufficient—they did not need to further 

explain the origin of that freedom. As a result of this choice, these individuals must 

be categorised as free with the category of freed or freeborn reserved only for those 

with explicitly stated status indications.  

Similarly, it swells the number of slave epitaphs if one counts all single-

named epitaphs as slave or probable-slave status. This is a category that should be 

termed as a separate category of “single name.” It is the one that is truly 

problematic in relation to status because it literally could be anything. In order to 

determine the actual status of this group of single-named individuals, it was 

necessary to keep this group separate to allow for comparisons with the more 

                                       
1212 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 284. Treggiari, “Contubernales.” Joshel, Work, Status, 
and Legal Identity, 39. Joshel calls them “uncertain slaves.” 
1213 P.R.C. Weaver, Familia Caesaris: A Social Study of the Emperor’s Freedmen and Slaves 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1972), 83ff. 
1214 A full breakdown of my status categories can be found in Appendix B, Table 2 and 
Graph 2. 
1215 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 284. 
1216 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 284. 
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clearly defined status groups. What becomes quickly apparent is that for the 

marital and intimate relationships being examined, status was not important to 

place on an epitaph. Husbands knew their wives’ statuses and did not need to 

remind everyone of it; a single name sufficed for the purposes of commemorating an 

intimate relationship.  

 

V. Divisions and Dating of Literary Sources 

In addition to the use of inscriptional evidence, Latin literary evidence has 

also been examined for each term: coniunx, uxor, marita, contubernalis, concubina, 

and amica. As with inscriptions, the different terms applied to women appear in 

literature. Using the Packard Humanities searchable database, it was possible to 

categorise all literary references to the six terms.1217 For less frequently used terms 

such as marita, concubina, and contubernalis (and amicae in Appendix C), this has 

allowed a full analysis of the Latin literary evidence. For the terms coniunx and 

uxor, which were used much more frequently in literature, a different methodology 

was adopted: the letters of Cicero have been compared to those of Pliny the Younger 

in order to analyse any chronological development in the upper-class portrayal of 

married women. Both are valuable and useful methods 

In the case of the passage-by-passage analysis, the evidence has been 

further subdivided based on the chronological period in which the piece was written 

and the literary genre into which it falls. In this way, it is possible to differentiate 

between evidence from Cicero’s letters or Juvenal’s Satires or Martial’s Epigrams. 

This is an approach that has not been extensively utilised. Though an awareness of 

genre and chronology is apparent, the focus on a topic has overshadowed this 

resulting in a synchronic and inductive treatment of literature.1218 This has been 

                                       
1217 The Packard Humanities Institute CD-Rom was used for finding the texts as it allows 
multiple searches to be completed quickly and provides the text of the passage rather than 
just the citation. The use of this system greatly increased the speed and accuracy with 
which I could search our materials relevant to my study. 
1218 Pomeroy, Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves, 149-189 and 244-247, all notes. In 
Pomeroy’s chapter on Roman Matrons, she cites Plutarch, Appian, Pliny the Elder, 
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Livy, Valerius Maximus, Aulus Gellius, back to Plutarch, the 
Digest, Velleius Paterculus, Polybius, the Laudatio Turiae, Suetonius, Tacitus, Horace, 
Propertius, Columella, Quintilian, and many others. These are, clearly, vastly divergent in 
genre and time period. This is, however, not an approach unique to Pomeroy. Many other 
scholars discussing women and other topics in antiquity use the same technique—when 
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criticised, in the study of Roman marriage, by Bruce Frier.1219 Gunhild Vidén has 

also decried this practice in general and calls for smaller, more focussed studies, as 

it can be problematic to discuss piecemeal evidence. As a result of these difficulties 

and the “dangers of using quotations without regard to their context”, she adopted 

a different method—examining single authors for all that they have to say on 

women. As she states: 

The usual method has been to study a given topic and to illustrate it with 
appropriate passages from various authors (‘the following passage by X 
shows such-and-such a condition in Roman society, which is further 
confirmed by the following statement by Y’ etc.). I have chosen instead to 
examine all that my chosen authors have to say on the subject of women. 
This approach has certain advantages: one is the possibility of collecting as 
much information as possible on a subject that is not very frequently dealt 
with in ancient sources—women certainly constitute such a topic—through 
a careful sieving of the text; another is that it is easier to take the author’s 
idiosyncrasies into account and hence to be better prepared to estimate the 
value of the individual instances.1220 
 

Consequently, the literary methodology employed herein evolved into a two-

pronged system. On the one hand, for the terms with fewer references, all 

references were examined while taking into account genre and time period. For the 

larger corpora of texts found for uxor and coniunx, this was not a usable method 

and so Vidén’s approach of examining select authors (Cicero and Pliny the Younger) 

and a single genre (letters) was adopted in order to examine named women, most of 

whom were wives.  

This Appendix was intended to provide additional information on the 

methodology employed in the dissertation. The above excursus on methodologies 

and the factors influencing the study of inscriptions and the use of Latin literature 

has shown the complicated nature of these bodies of evidence. However, as the 

                                       
sources are so sparse, using all available sources is understandable in favour of gaining as 
much information as possible on a given topic. However, a different application of sources 
results in a more nuanced depiction of a topic such as wives and the inscriptions are very 
helpful in adding to this. 
1219 Bruce Frier, “Review of Roman Marriage: “Iusti Coniuges” From the Time of Cicero to the 
Time of Ulpian by Susan Treggiari (OUP, 1991),” Classical Philology 88 (1993): 94. Frier notes 
that: “T. provides no discrete methodological discussion of the sources for Roman marriage, 
and her techniques in handling them are largely allowed to emerge through example.” An 
example is Treggiari, Roman Marriage, 235-237. In a three-page span, she cites numerous 
ancient authors but there is no distinct commentary on the methodology employed. 
1220 Vidén, Women in Roman Literature, 10. 
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preceding study shows, the two bodies of evidence can be combined to give a highly 

nuanced discussion of a topic, in this case, Roman wives and intimate partners.  
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Table 1: Terms of Relationship for Female Partners1221 
 

Term of Relationship Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Amica 36 1.7 
Concubina 98 4.6 
Coniunx 1,292 60.9 
Contubernalis 176 8.3 
Marita 14 0.7 
Multiple Term1222 60 2.8 
By Husband’s Term1223 52 2.5 
Uxor 382 18.0 
Other Terms1224 10 0.5 
Totals 2,120 100.0 

 
Graph 1: Breakdown of Terms of Relationship for Female Partners 

 
                                       
1221 Pie Graph Values are automatically rounded up or rounded down by Excel.  If there is 
any difference between Graph values and Table values, the table value should be taken as 
correct and the graph value as rounded. 
1222 “Multiple Terms” indicates a woman who is commemorated by a man with two or more 
terms (e.g. she is both a concubina and an uxor or she is both a contubernalis and a coniunx). 
These have been left in the Appendix but are not discussed in the text. 
1223 “By Husband’s Term” indicates a woman commemorated by a man who calls himself by 
a marital term (e.g. maritus, coniunx), thus indicating that she is in a marital relationship 
with him, but who is not, herself, referred to by a marital term. These have been left in the 
Appendix but are not discussed in the text; in future studies, they should be counted by the 
term given the male dedicator.   
1224 Other terms (compar, -aris, femina, sponsa) are so infrequent that they will not be 
discussed and any discrepancy found in the tables is related to this (2,120 total versus 
2,110 discussed). For further information, see notes to Tables 8 and 10, below. 
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Table 2: Status of Female Partners 
 

Status Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

Free 1,385 65.3 
Freeborn 92 4.3 
Freed 152 7.2 
Imperial Freed 23 1.1 
Freed by Male Partner 27 1.3 
Freed by a Woman 32 1.5 
Slave 19 0.9 
Imperial Slave 13 0.6 
Not Given/Uncertain 52 2.4 
Single Name 325 15.3 
Total 2120 100.0 

 
 
 

Graph 2: Breakdown of Status of Female Partners 
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Table 3: Epithet Usage for Female Partners 
 

Epithet Usage Frequency 
N 

Percentage 
 

With an Epithet 1,570 74.1 
No Epithets 550 25.9 
Total 2,120 100.0 

 
 
 

Graph 3: Epithet Usage for Female Partners 
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Table 4: Frequency and Percentage of Epithet Distribution 

 
Epithet Frequency 

N 
Percentage 

 

Age 530 25.0 
Amantissima 18 0.8 
Bene Merens 730 34.4 
Carissima 376 17.7 
Dulcissima 98 4.6 
Fidelissima 24 1.1 
Pientissima 103 4.9 
Optima 124 5.8 
Length of Marriage 163 7.7 
Rarissima 36 1.7 
Merita 27 1.3 
Sanctissima 163 7.7 
Sine 46 2.2 
Incomparabilis 93 4.4 
Castissima 47 2.2 
Pudicissima 12 0.6 
Clarissima 10 0.5 
Univira 7 0.3 
Expression 122 5.8 

 
 

Graph 4: Breakdown of Epithet Usage for Female Partners 
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Table 5: Breakdown of Age Ranges for Female Partners 

 
Age Range Frequency 

N 
Percentage 

 

No Age Given 1,599 75.4 
Under 15 15 0.7 

16-20 108 5.1 
21-25 125 5.9 
26-30 97 4.6 
31-35 65 3.1 
36-40 45 2.1 
41-45 24 1.1 
46-50 15 0.7 
51-55 12 0.6 
56-60 4 0.2 
61-65 5 0.2 

Over 65 6 0.3 
 
 
 

Graph 5: Breakdown of Age Ranges for Female Partners 
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Table 6: Breakdown of Length of Marriage for Female Partners1225 

 
Length of Marriage Frequency 

N 
Percentage 

 

No Length Given 1,961 92.5 
5 Years or Less 13 0.6 

6-10 Years 19 0.9 
11-15 Years 21 1.0 
16-20 Years 25 1.1 
21-25 Years 20 0.9 
26-30 Years 21 1.0 
31-35 Years 15 0.7 
36-40 Years 10 0.5 
41-45 Years 7 0.3 
46-50 Years 5 0.2 

More than 50 Years 3 0.1 
Total 2,120 100% 

 
 

Table 7: Breakdown of Occupations for Wives 
 

Commemorated With Occupation Female Partners Females1226 

With Occupation 
17 

0.8% 
200 
2.1% 

Without Occupation 
2,103 
99.2% 

9277 
97.9% 

 
 
Explanatory Note:  
From this point on in Appendix B (and, as already seen, in the main text), if a Table 
has a p-value associated with it, this is indicative of the statistical significance of 
that table. P-values less than 0.050 indicate that there is a statistical difference 
between the current findings and the expected findings if all items were equal. In 
the following Tables, both the actual findings and the statistically expected values 
have been presented as raw numbers and as percentages. Actual values that are 
lower than the statistically expected values are shown by shading the background 
boxes for those numbers. Actual values that are greater than the statistically 
expected values are shown in bold and italicised font on a white background. 
In this way, the differences should be clear to the reader. Similarly, all bar graphs 
contain both the actual findings (in percentage, shown in lighter grey) and the 
expected findings (in percentage, shown in darker grey).  

 

                                       
1225 Note: There is no graph of LOM because the percentage of the total for each category is 
so small that a visual representation is unnecessary.  What becomes clear is that, although 
the majority of wives were commemorated without a Length of Marriage, of those that were 
commemorated with LOM, the majority were married between 10 and 30 years. 
1226 Numbers on Females as a whole, regardless of term of relationship, were provided by Dr. 
Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen for comparative purposes. 
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Table 8: Tomb Type Distribution by Female Term of Relation (p=0.000)1227 
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Act. 17 269 19 4 110 4 9 15 

Exp. 20.7 273 37.2 3 80.7 11 7.6 12.7 

Act.% 17.3 20.8 10.8 28.6 28.8 7.7 25 25 

Household 
Tomb 

Exp.% 21 21 21 21 21 21 21 21 

Act. 6 171 18 1 15 1 1 5 
Exp. 10.1 132.9 18.1 1.4 39.3 5.3 3.7 6.2 
Act.% 6.1 13.2 10.2 7.1 3.9 1.9 2.8 8.3 

Columbarium 

Exp.% 10.3 10.3 10.3 10.3 10.3 10.3 10.3 10.3 
Act. 75 852 139 9 257 47 26 40 
Exp. 67.2 886.1 120.7 9.6 263 35.7 24.7 41.2 
Act.% 76.5 65.9 79 64.3 67.3 90.4 72.2 66.7 

Graves of 
Unknown 

Burial Type 
Exp.% 68.6 68.6 68.6 68.6 68.6 68.6 68.6 68.6 

 
 

Graph 6: Breakdown of Terms within Household Tombs (Actual vs. Expected) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       
1227 The total number of epitaphs in this table (and in all tables for which term of relation is 
the main factor is 2,110 due to simplification of tables and deletion of the non-statistical 
“other terms” category which had 10 epitaphs of varying terms (see Tables 1 and 10). 
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Graph 7: Breakdown of Terms within Columbaria (Actual vs. Expected) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 8: Breakdown of Terms within Unknown Tomb Types (Actual vs. Expected) 
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Table 9: Breakdown of Partners with the Same Nomen (p=0.000) 
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Actual 13 284 22 5 89 2 3 41 459 

Expected 12 299.3 24.4 3.4 86.6 8.6 9.4 13.5 -- 

Actual % 13.3 22 12.5 35.7 23.3 3.8 8.3 68 -- 

Expected % 12.2 23 12.7 24.3 22.6 16.5 26 22.5 -- 
 

 
 

Graph 9: Breakdown of Partners with the Same Nomen (p=0.000) 
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Table 10: Distribution of Epithets by Term (All Terms)1228 
 

Epithet 

V
a
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e
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o
n
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U
x
o
re

s
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n
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T

e
rm

 

A
m
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e
 

M
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With an 
Epithet 

* not valid 

Exp: 
74.1% 

16% 81% 72% 
100
%* 

66% 73% 75% 75% 

Without an 
Epithet 

* not valid 

Exp. 
25.9% 

84% 19% 28% 0%* 34% 27% 25% 25% 

Act. 7 356 60 4 54 25 6 15 
Exp. 24.5 323 44 3.5 95.5 13 9 15 
Act.% 7.1 27.6 34.1 28.6 14.1 48.1 16.7 25 

Age 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 25 25 25 25 25 25 25 25 

Act. 4 7 0 1 3 2 0 1 

Exp. 0.8 11 1.5 0.1 3.2 0.4 0.3 0.5 
Act.% 4.1 0.5 0 7.1 0.8 3.8 0 1.7 

Amantissima 
p=0.001 

Exp.% 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 
Act. 2 563 54 5 73 8 5 17 

Exp. 33.7 
444.

9 
60.6 4.8 

131.
5 

17.9 12.4 20.7 

Act.% 2 43.6 30.7 35.7 19.1 15.4 13.9 28.3 

Bene Merens 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 34.4 34.4 34.4 34.3 34.4 34.4 34.4 34.4 
Act. 4 245 39 1 63 1 8 15 

Exp. 17.4 
229.

1 
31.2 2.5 67.8 9.2 6.4 10.6 

Act.% 4.1 19 22.2 7.1 16.5 1.9 22.2 25 

Carissima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 17.8 17.8 17.8 17.8 17.8 17.8 17.8 17.8 

Act. 0 69 2 4 12 1 2 6 

Exp. 4.5 59.7 8.1 0.6 17.7 2.4 1.7 2.8 

Act.% 0 5.3 1.1 28.6 3.1 1.9 5.6 10 

Dulcissima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 4.6 4.6 4.6 4.3 4.6 4.6 4.6 4.6 

Act. 0 18 1 0 1 1 1 2 
Exp. 1.1 14.6 2 0.2 4.3 0.6 0.4 0.7 
Act.% 0 1.4 0.6 0 0.3 1.9 2.8 3.3 

Fidelissima 
p=0.435 

Exp.% 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 

                                       
1228 Discrepancies in total epithet count results from “other terms” not being included in this 
chart. 10 excluded “other term” inscriptions resulted in age, bene merens, dulcissima, LOM, 
sanctissima, castissima, and expressions not matching totals. These can be accounted for by 
compar (AE 1975.00117, AE 1981.00144, AE 1987.00136, and AE 1974.00116), femina (CIL 
6.20358, CIL 6.28252, and CIL 6.15969), sponsa (CIL 6.36235), and mater (AE 1984.00086 
and AE 1988.00062). See above notes to Table 1 and Table 8. 
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x
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u
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d
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T

e
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A
m
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a
e
 

M
u
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le

 

Act. 3 57 9 2 24 3 2 3 
Exp. 4.8 62.8 8.6 0.7 18.6 2.5 1.7 2.9 
Act.% 3.1 4.4 5.1 14.3 6.3 5.8 5.6 5 

Pientissima 
p=0.712 

Exp.% 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.9 4.9 
Act. 0 54 8 2 43 2 7 8 

Exp. 5.7 75.6 10.3 0.8 22.3 3 2.1 3.5 

Act.% 0 4.2 4.5 14.3 11.3 3.7 19.4 13.3 

Optima  
p=0.000 

Exp.% 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.8 

Act. 0 122 3 0 21 9 1 5 
Exp. 7.5 99.3 13.5 1.1 29.4 4 2.8 4.6 
Act.% 0 9.4 1.7 0 5.5 17.3 2.8 8.3 

Length of 
Marriage 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 
Act. 0 23 1 3 8 0 0 1 
Exp. 1.7 21.9 3 0.2 6.5 0.9 0.6 1 
Act.% 0 1.8 0.6 21.4 2.1 0 0 1.7 

Rarissima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 
Act. 1 10 6 0 7 1 0 2 
Exp. 1.2 16.5 2.2 0.2 4.9 0.7 0.5 0.8 
Act.% 1 0.7 3.4 0 1.8 1.9 0 3.3 

Merita 
p=0.166 

Exp.% 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 
Act. 0 109 6 0 37 2 3 4 
Exp. 7.5 99.3 13.5 1.1 29.4 4 2.8 4.6 
Act.% 0 8.4 3.4 0 9.7 3.8 8.3 6.7 

Sanctissima 
p=0.004 

Exp.% 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 7.7 
Act. 0 30 0 0 7 4 0 5 

Exp. 2.1 28 3.8 0.3 8.3 1.1 0.8 1.3 

Act.% 0 2.3 0 0 1.8 7.7 0 8.3 

Sine 
p=0.002 

Exp.% 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 2.1 

Act. 0 71 1 1 11 3 3 3 
Exp. 4.3 56.7 7.7 0.6 16.8 2.3 1.6 2.6 
Act.% 0 5.5 0.6 7.1 2.9 5.8 8.3 5 

Incompar- 
abilis 

p=0.027 
Exp.% 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 4.4 
Act. 1 33 1 1 5 6 0 0 
Exp. 2.2 28.6 3.9 0.3 8.5 1.2 0.8 1.3 
Act.% 0.6 2.6 1 7.1 1.3 11.5 0 0 

Castissima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.2 
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Epithet 
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Act. 0 6 0 0 3 3 0 0 
Exp. 0.6 7.3 1 0.1 2.2 0.3 0.2 0.3 
Act.% 0 0.5 0 0 0.8 5.8 0 0 

Pudicissima 
p=0.001 

Exp.% 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 
Act. 0 2 0 0 4 3 1 0 
Exp. 0.5 6.1 0.8 0.1 1.8 0.2 0.2 0.3 
Act.% 0 0.2 0 0 1 5.8 2.8 0 

Clarissima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 
Act. 0 4 0 0 0 3 0 0 
Exp. 0.3 4.3 0.6 0 1.3 0.2 0.1 0.2 
Act.% 0 0.3 0 0 0 5.8 0 0 

Univira 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 
Act. 1 69 1 2 26 11 2 7 

Exp. 5.6 74.4 10.1 0.8 22 3 2.1 3.5 

Act.% 1 5.3 0.6 14.3 6.8 21.2 5.6 11.7 

Expression 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.7 

 
 
 

Graph 10: Distribution of Age as an Epithet by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Graph 11: Distribution of Amantissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 12: Distribution of Bene Merens by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Graph 13: Distribution of Carissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 14: Distribution of Dulcissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 15: Distribution of Optima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 16: Distribution of Length of Marriage by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Graph 17: Distribution of Rarissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 18: Distribution of Sanctissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 19: Distribution of Sine by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 20: Distribution of Incomparabilis by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Graph 21: Distribution of Castissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 22: Distribution of Pudicissima by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 23: Distribution of Univira by Term of Relation (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 24: Distribution of Epithetical Expressions by Term of Relation (Actual vs. 
Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C
on

cu
b
in

a
e 

C
on

iu
ge

s 

C
on

tu
b
er

n
a
le

s 

U
xo

re
s 

M
u

lt
ip

le
 T

er
m

 

A
m

ic
a
e 

M
a
ri

ta
e 

H
u

sb
a
n

d
’s

 ’T
er

m
 

C
on

cu
b
in

a
e 

C
on

iu
ge

s 

C
on

tu
b
er

n
a
le

s  

U
xo

re
s 

M
u

lt
ip

le
 T

er
m

 

A
m

ic
a
e 

M
a
ri

ta
e 

H
u

sb
a
n

d
’s

 T
er

m
 



  
 

 

428 

 
Table 11: Mean Length of Marriage by Term (Anova = 0.038) 
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M
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lt

ip
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 T
e
rm

s
 

T
o
ta

l 
A

v
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g
e
s
 

LOM 57 0 21.45 26.65 15 29.33 15 23.6 22.52 

 

                                       
1229 Only 1 amica and 1 marita have a length of marriage or length of relationship recorded 
for them: CIL 6.38513 (amica)  and CIL 6.9072  
(marita).  These two epitaphs were not included in the mean calculations for LOM as they 
skewed the significance results due to being a single occurrence. 
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Table 12: Epithet Distribution By Century for All Female Partners1230 
 

Epithet 

V
a
lu

e
s
 

F
ir

s
t 

C
e
n

t.
 C

E
 

S
e
c
o
n

d
 

C
e
n

t.
 C

E
 

T
h

ir
d
 

C
e
n

t.
 C

E
 

“
L
a
te

”
1
2
3
1
 

E
p
it

a
p
h

s
 

C
h

ri
s
ti

a
n

 
E

p
it

a
p
h

s
 

U
n

c
e
rt

. 
D

a
te

 

T
o
ta

ls
 

Act. 177 45 53 12 21 222 

Exp. 175.5 65.5 38.3 16 16.3 218.3 

Act.% 33.4 8.5 10 2.3 4 41.9 

Age 
p=0.003 

 
 Exp.% 33.1 12.4 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

530 
 
 
 

Act. 6 3 1 3 0 5 

Exp. 6 2.2 1.3 0.5 0.6 7.4 

Act.% 33.3 16.7 5.6 16.7 0 27.8 

Amantissima 
p=0.045 

 
 Exp.% 33.3 12.2 7.2 2.7 3.3 41.1 

18 

Act. 241 89 56 17 20 307 

Exp. 241.7 90.2 52.7 22 22.4 300.6 

Act.% 33 12.2 7.7 2.3 2.7 42.1 
Bene Merens 

p=0.780 

Exp.% 33 12.4 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

730 

Act. 128 32 28 12 12 164 

Exp. 124.5 46.5 27.1 11.4 11.5 154.8 

Act.% 34 8.5 7.4 3.2 3.2 43.6 
Carissima 
p=0.362 

Exp.% 33.1 12.4 7.2 3.1 3.1  

376 

Act. 25 9 16 9 5 34 

Exp. 32.5 12.1 7.1 3 3 40.4 

Act.% 25.5 9.2 16.3 9.2 5.1 34.7 
Dulcissima 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.2 12.3 7.2 3.1 3.1 41.2 

98 

Act. 4 4 2 5 1 8 

Exp. 7.9 3 1.7 0.7 0.7 9.9 

Act.% 16.7 16.7 8.3 20.8 4.2 33.3 
Fidelissima 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33 12.5 7.1 3 3 41.3 

24 

                                       
1230 Explanatory Example:  My database contains 45 usages of Age as an Epithet datable to 
the 2nd century out of a total of 530 examples of Age as an Epithet.  Statistically, this is 
lower than the Expected Count of 65.5 and is a significant difference.  The percentage of Age 
found in the first century (45/530) is 8.5% which is lower than the Expected Percentage of 
12.4%. 
1231 “Late” Epitaphs are those that have markers of later inscriptions (multiple epithets, for 
example) but which are not certainly datable to a specific century or emperor’s reign.  
Methodologically, this group is for comparison with the datable inscriptions in order to see 
with which time period they ought to be placed. 
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Epithet 
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Act. 33 20 6 6 1 37 

Exp. 34.1 12.7 7.4 3.1 3.2 42.4 

Act.% 32 19.4 5.8 5.8 1 35.9 
Pientissima 

p=0.131 

Exp.% 33.1 12.3 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

103 

Act. 53 14 5 12 0 40 

Exp. 41.1 15.3 8.9 3.7 3.8 51.1 

Act.% 42.7 11.3 4 9.7 0 32.3 
Optima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.2 12.3 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

124 

Act. 44 28 21 12 17 41 

Exp. 54 20.1 11.8 4.9 5 67.1 

Act.% 27 17.2 12.9 7.4 10.4 25.2 

Length of 
Marriage 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.1 12.3 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

163 

Act. 11 5 4 2 5 9 

Exp. 11.9 4.4 2.6 1.1 1.1 14.8 

Act.% 30.6 13.9 11.1 5.6 13.9 25 
Rarissima 
p=0.006 

Exp.% 33 12.2 7.2 3.1 3.1 41 

36 

Act. 12 1 2 0 0 12 

Exp. 8.9 3.3 1.9 0.8 0.8 11.1 

Act.% 44.4 3.7 7.4 0 0 44.4 
Merita 

p=0.614 

Exp.% 33 12.2 7 3 3 41 

27 

Act. 48 34 15 11 3 52 

Exp. 54 20.1 11.8 4.9 5 67.1 

Act.% 29.4 20.9 9.2 6.7 1.8 31.9 
Sanctissima 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.1 12.3 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

163 

Act. 16 7 7 5 1 10 

Exp. 15.2 5.7 3.3 1.4 1.4 18.9 

Act.% 34.8 15.2 15.2 10.9 2.2 21.7 
Sine 

p=0.005 

Exp.% 33 12.4 7.2 3 3 41 

46 

Act. 17 14 22 4 9 27 

Exp. 30.8 11.5 6.7 2.8 2.9 38.3 

Act.% 18.3 15.1 23.7 4.3 9.7 29 
Incomparabilis 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.1 12.4 7.2 3 3.1 41.2 

93 
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Act. 4 12 8 2 10 11 

Exp. 15.6 5.8 3.4 1.4 1.4 19.4 

Act.% 8.5 25.5 17 4.3 21.3 23.4 
Castissima 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.2 12.3 7.2 3 3 41.2 

47 

Act. 0 1 3 3 2 3 

Exp. 4 1.5 0.9 0.4 0.4 4.9 

Act.% 0 8.3 25 25 16.7 25 
Pudicissima 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.3 12.5 7.5 3.3 3.3 40.8 

12 

Act. 1 1 0 3 4 1 

Exp. 3.3 1.2 0.7 0.3 0.4 4.1 

Act.% 10 10 0 30 40 10 
Clarissima 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 33 12 7 3 4 41 

10 

Act. 1 0 4 1 1 0 

Exp. 2.3 0.9 0.5 0.2 0.2 2.9 

Act.% 14.3 0 57.1 14.3 14.3 0 
Univira 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 32.8 12.9 7.1 2.9 2.9 41.4 

7 

Act. 29 14 18 17 24 20 

Exp. 40.4 15.1 8.8 3.7 3.7 50.2 

Act.% 23.8 11.5 14.8 13.9 19.7 16.4 
Expression 

p=0.000 

Exp.% 33.1 12.4 7.2 3 3 41.1 

122 

Total 
Count 850 333 271 136 136 1003 2,72

9 

Total 
%/ 
Cent-
ury 

31.1 12.2 9.9 5 5 36.8 
100 
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Graph 25: Distribution of Age as an Epithet by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Graph 26: Distribution of Amantissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 27: Distribution of Carissima by Century (Actual Percent)1232 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Graph 28: Distribution of Dulcissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent)
 

 

                                       
1232 For carissima, the p-value is 0.362 therefore there are not statistically significant 
differences between my numbers.  This graph is provided simply to show the differences in 
usage that I have found with no statistical comparison. 
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Graph 29: Distribution of Fidelissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 

Graph 30: Distribution of Pientissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 31: Distribution of Optima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 
 

 
 
 

Graph 32: Distribution of LOM by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 33: Distribution of Rarissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Graph 34: Distribution of Sanctissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 35: Distribution of Sine by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 

Graph 36: Distribution of Incomparabilis by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 37: Distribution of Castissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 

Graph 38: Distribution of Pudicissima by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 39: Distribution of Univira by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 13: Epithet Distribution by Datable Nomina 
 
 

Epithet 
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p
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N
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N
o
 

N
o
m
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a
 

T
o
ta

l 

Act. 128 34 37 37 17 13 178 86 

Exp. 125.8 32.3 56.3 28 16.5 12.8 206 52.5 

Act.% 24.2 6.4 7 7 3.2 2.5 33.6 16.2 

Age 
p=0.000 

Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.9 10 

530 

Act. 5 2 1 1 0 0 7 2 

Exp. 4.3 1.1 1.9 1 0.6 0.4 7 1.8 

Act.% 27.8 11.1 5.6 5.6 0 0 38.9 11.1 

Amantis-
sima 

p=0.938 
Exp.% 23.9 6 10.6 5.6 3.3 2.2 38.9 10 

18 
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Epithet 

V
a
lu

e
s
 

J
u
li

o
-

C
la

u
d
ia

n
 

F
la

v
ia

n
 

A
d
o
p
t.

 
E

m
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r.

 

A
u
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V
a
le

ri
a
n

 

O
th

e
r 

N
o
m
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a
 

N
o
 

N
o
m

in
a
 

T
o
ta

l 

Act. 164 50 77 43 27 23 253 93 

Exp. 173.2 44.4 77.5 38.6 22.7 17.6 283.7 72.3 

Act.% 22.5 6.8 10.5 5.9 3.7 3.2 34.7 12.7 

Bene 
Merens 
p=0.005 

Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.9 10 

730 

Act. 90 25 22 18 11 10 170 30 

Exp. 89.2 22.9 39.9 19.9 11.7 9 
146.

1 
37.2 

Act.% 23.9 6.6 5.9 4.8 2.9 2.7 45.2 8 

Caris-
sima 

p=0.018 

Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.9 9.9 

376 

Act. 21 5 7 10 8 1 33 13 

Exp. 23.3 6 10.4 5.2 3.1 2.4 38.1 9.7 

Act.% 21.4 5.1 7.1 10.2 8.2 1 33.7 13.3 

Dulcis-
sima 

p=0.015 
Exp.% 23.8 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.2 2.4 38.9 9.9 

98 

Act. 4 2 3 1 2 0 8 4 

Exp. 5.7 1.5 2.5 1.3 0.7 0.6 9.3 2.4 

Act.% 16.7 8.3 12.5 4.2 8.3 0 33.3 16.7 

Fidelis-
sima 

p=0.676 
Exp.% 23.8 6.25 10.4 5.4 2.9 2.5 38.8 10 

24 

Act. 26 8 17 4 4 2 32 10 

Exp. 24.4 6.3 10.9 5.4 3.2 2.5 40 10.2 

Act.% 25.2 7.8 16.5 3.9 3.9 1.9 31.1 9.7 

Pientis-
sima 

p=0.477 
Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.2 3.1 2.4 38.8 9.9 

103 

Act. 36 17 12 3 4 2 43 7 

Exp. 29.4 7.5 13.2 6.6 3.9 3 48.2 12.3 

Act.% 29 13.7 9.7 2.4 3.2 1.6 34.7 5.6 

Optima 
p=0.006 

Exp.% 23.7 6 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.9 9.9 

124 

Act. 34 12 29 18 4 4 49 13 

Exp. 38.7 9.9 17.3 8.6 5.1 3.9 63.4 16.1 

Act.% 20.9 7.4 17.8 11 2.5 2.5 30.1 8 

LOM 
p=0.001 

Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.9 9.9 

163 

Act. 7 4 5 3 1 3 9 4 

Exp. 8.5 2.2 3.8 1.9 1.1 0.9 14 3.6 

Act. % 19.4 11.1 13.9 8.3 2.8 8.3 25 11.1 

Raris-
sima 

p=0.186 
 
 Exp.% 23.6 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.5 38.9 10 

36 
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T
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Act. 11 1 2 1 0 0 7 5 

Exp. 6.4 1.6 2.9 1.4 0.8 0.6 10.5 2.7 

Act.% 40.7 3.7 7.4 3.7 0 0 25.9 18.5 

Merita 
p=0.273 

Exp.% 23.7 4 7.3 3.5 2 1.5 26.3 6.8 

27 

Act. 24 12 31 10 6 10 60 10 

Exp. 38.7 9.9 17.3 8.6 5.1 3.9 63.4 16.1 

Act.% 14.7 7.4 19 6.1 3.7 6.1 36.8 6.1 

Sanctis-
sima 

p=0.000 
Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.9 9.9 

163 

Act. 11 5 8 4 2 0 14 2 

Exp. 10.9 2.8 4.9 2.4 1.4 1.1 17.9 4.6 

Act.% 23.9 10.9 17.4 8.7 4.3 0 30.4 4.3 

Sine 
p=0.288 

Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.7 5.2 3 2.4 39 10 

46 

Act. 15 6 11 18 4 2 27 10 

Exp. 22.1 5.7 9.9 4.9 2.9 2.2 36.1 9.2 

Act.% 16.1 6.5 11.8 19.4 4.3 2.2 29 10.8 

Incompar
-abilis 

p=0.000 
Exp.% 23.8 6.1 10.6 5.3 3.1 2.4 38.8 9.9 

93 

Act. 5 1 10 9 1 2 17 2 

Exp. 11.2 2.9 5 2.5 1.5 1.1 18.3 4.7 

Act.% 10.6 2.1 21.3 19.1 2.1 4.3 36.2 4.3 

Castis-
sima 

p=0.000 
Exp.% 23.8 6.2 10.6 5.3 3.2 2.3 39 10 

47 

Act. 0 0 1 2 1 0 7 1 

Exp. 2.8 0.7 1.3 0.6 0.4 0.3 4.7 1.2 

Act.% 0 0 8.3 16.7 8.3 0 58.3 8.3 

Pudicis-
sima 

p=0.241 
Exp.% 23.3 5.8 10.8 5 3.3 2.5 39.2 10 

12 

Act. 2 0 1 0 1 0 6 0 

Exp. 2.4 0.6 1.1 0.5 0.3 0.2 3.9 1 

Act.% 20 0 10 0 10 0 60 0 

Claris-
sima 

p=0.645 
Exp.% 24 6 11 5 3 2 39 10 

10 

Act. 1 1 0 3 1 0 1 0 

Exp. 1.7 0.4 0.7 0.4 0.2 0.2 2.7 0.7 

Act.% 14.3 14.3 0 42.9 14.3 0 14.3 0 

Univira 
p=0.001 

Exp.% 24.3 5.7 10 5.7 2.9 2.9 38.6 10 

7 
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Act. 23 8 15 12 10 5 37 12 

Exp. 28.9 7.4 12.9 6.4 3.8 2.9 47.4 12.1 

Act.% 18.9 6.6 12.3 9.8 8.2 4.1 30.3 9.8 

Expres-
sions 

p=0.003 
 
 Exp.% 23.7 6.1 10.6 5.2 3.1 2.4 38.9 9.9 

122 

Total Number 607 193 289 197 104 77 958 304 
2,72

9 

Total Percentage 
per Nomina 

22.2 7.1 10.6 7.2 3.8 2.8 35.1 11.1 100 

 
 
 

Graph 40: Distribution of Age as an Epithet by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 41: Distribution of Amantissima by Nomina (Not Statistically Significant) 

 
 

 
 
 

Graph 42: Distribution of Bene Merens by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 
 



  
 

 

444 

 
Graph 43: Distribution of Carissima by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 

Graph 44: Distribution of Dulcissima by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 45: Distribution of Fidelissima by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 
 

 
Graph 46: Distribution of Optima by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 47: Distribution of LOM by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 

Graph 48: Distribution of Sanctissima by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 49: Distribution of Incomparabilis by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 
 

 
 
 

Graph 50: Distribution of Castissima by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 51: Distribution of Univira by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 
 

 
 

Graph 52: Distribution of Epithetical Expressions by Nomina (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Table 14: Breakdown of Datable Nomina by Female Partner’s Term of Relationship 
(p=0.000)1233 

 

Nomina 
C

o
u
n

t 
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o
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e
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g
e
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C
o
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U
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e
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M
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Act. 11 308 60 7 89 6 13 8 
Exp. 23.3 306.5 41.8 3.3 90.6 12.3 8.5 14.2 
Act.% 11.2 23.8 34.1 50 23.3 11.5 36.1 13.3 

Julio-
Claudian 

Exp.% 23.7 23.7 23.7 23.7 23.7 23.7 23.7 23.7 
Act. 0 87 5 1 26 1 3 5 

Exp. 6 78.6 10.7 0.9 23.2 3.2 2.2 3.7 

Act.% 0 6.7 2.8 7.1 6.8 1.9 8.3 8.3 
Flavian 

Exp.% 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.1 

Act. 4 159 8 2 39 4 4 4 
Exp. 10.4 137 18.7 1.5 40.5 5.5 3.8 6.4 
Act.% 4.1 12.3 4.5 14.3 11.2 7.7 11.1 6.7 

Adopted 
Emperors 

Exp.% 10.6 10.6 10.6 10.6 10.6 10.6 10.6 10.6 
Act. 0 88 1 1 15 5 1 1 
Exp. 5.2 68.3 9.3 0.7 20.2 2.7 1.9 3.2 
Act.% 0 6.8 0.6 7.1 3.9 9.6 2.8 1.7 

Aurelian 

Exp.% 5.3 5.3 5.3 5.3 5.3 5.3 5.3 5.3 
Act. 5 32 3 0 20 3 0 3 

Exp. 3.1 40.2 5.5 0.4 11.9 1.6 1.1 1.9 

Act.% 5.1 2.5 1.7 0 5.2 5.8 0 5 

Later 
Emperors 

Exp.% 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 

Act. 2 34 3 0 9 1 0 1 
Exp. 2.4 31.1 4.2 0.3 9.2 1.3 0.9 1.4 
Act.% 2 2.6 1.7 0 2.4 1.9 0 1.7 

Valerian 

Exp.% 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.4 
Act. 73 453 60 2 163 24 10 36 

Exp. 38.1 502.2 68.4 5.4 148.5 20.2 14 23.3 

Act.% 74.5 35.1 34.1 14.3 42.7 46.2 27.8 60 

Other 
Nomina 

Exp.% 38.9 38.9 38.9 38.9 38.9 38.9 38.9 38.9 

Act. 3 131 36 1 21 8 5 2 
Exp. 9.7 128 17.4 1.4 37.8 5.2 3.6 5.9 
Act.% 3.1 10.1 20.5 7.1 5.5 15.4 13.9 3.3 

No 
Nomina 

Exp.% 9.9 9.9 9.9 9.9 9.9 9.9 9.9 9.9 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       
1233 As with all tables relating “term of relationship,” ten epitaphs (see notes to Tables 1, 8, 
and 10, above) have been excluded from the table. 
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Graph 53: Distribution of Terms with Julio-Claudian Nomina (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Graph 54: Distribution of Terms with Flavian Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 55: Distribution of Terms with Adopted Emperors’ (= Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, 

Antoninus Pius) Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 56: Distribution of Terms with Aurelian Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 57: Distribution of Terms with Nomina Associated with Later Emperors (post-

Aurelian) 
(Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 58: Distribution of Terms with Valerian Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 59: Distribution of Coniuges by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 

Graph 60: Distribution of Uxores by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 61: Distribution of “Wives Commemorated According to Husband’s Term” by 
Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 

Graph 62: Distribution of Maritae by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 63: Distribution of Multiple Term Wives by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 

Graph 64: Distribution of Contubernales by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Graph 65: Distribution of Concubinae by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 
 

 
 
 

Graph 66: Distribution of Amicae by Datable Nomina (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Table 15: Distribution of Terms of Relationship by Century1234 
 

Time 
Period 

Count 

C
o
n

c
u
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-

in
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e
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e
s
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d
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T

e
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A
m

ic
a
e
 

M
u
lt

ip
le

 

Act. 27 419 75 7 130 11 15 15 
Exp. 32.5 427.8 58.3 4.6 126.5 17.2 11.9 19.9 
Act.% 27.6 32.4 42.6 50 34 21.2 41.7 25 

First 
Century 

Exp.% 33.1 33.1 33.1 33.1 33.1 33.1 33.1 33.1 
Act. 7 176 13 3 45 6 5 6 
Exp. 12.1 159.7 21.8 1.7 47.2 6.4 4.4 7.4 
Act.% 7.1 13.6 7.4 21.4 11.8 11.5 13.9 10 

Second 
Century 

Exp.% 12.4 12.4 12.4 12.4 12.4 12.4 12.4 12.4 
Act. 3 108 6 0 24 7 1 4 
Exp. 7.1 93.2 12.7 1 27.6 3.8 2.6 4.3 
Act.% 3.1 8.4 3.4 0 6.3 13.5 2.8 6.7 

Third 
Century 

Exp.% 7.2 7.2 7.2 7.2 7.2 7.2 7.2 7.2 
Act. 60 509 82 3 151 19 15 32 

Exp. 40.4 532 72.5 5.8 157.3 21.4 14.8 24.7 

Act.% 61.2 39.4 46.6 21.4 39.5 36.5 41.7 53.3 
Uncertain 

Exp.% 41.2 41.2 41.2 41.2 41.2 41.2 41.2 41.2 

Act. 0 38 0 0 20 3 0 3 

Exp. 3 39 5.3 0.4 11.5 1.6 1.1 1.8 

Act.% 0 2.9 0 0 5.2 5.8 0 5 
Late 

Exp.% 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Act. 0 42 0 1 12 6 0 0 
Exp. 3 39.6 5.4 0.4 11.7 1.6 1.1 1.8 
Act.% 0 3.3 0 7.1 3.1 11.5 0 0 

Christian 

Exp.% 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 3.1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       
1234 This table does not record the very small number of first century B.C.E. inscriptions. 
This includes one concubina inscription (CIL 6.21242) resulting in the discrepancy between 
the 97 concubinae inscriptions in this table and the 98 total concubinae inscriptions in the 
entire sample.  
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Graph 67: Distribution of Terms within the First Century C.E. (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 68: Distribution of Terms within the Second Century C.E. (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 
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Graph 69: Distribution of Terms within the Third Century C.E. (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 70: Distribution of Terms within “Late” Epitaphs (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 71: Distribution of Terms within Christian Epitaphs (Actual vs. Expected 
Percent) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Graph 72: Breakdown of Coniuges by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 73: Breakdown of Uxores by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 

Graph 74: Breakdown of “Wives Commemorated According to Husband’s Term” by 
Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 
 

 
 
 



  
 

 

462 

Graph 75: Breakdown of Maritae by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 

Graph 76: Breakdown of Multiple Term Wives by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 77: Breakdown of Contubernales by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 

Graph 78: Breakdown of Concubinae by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 79: Breakdown of Amicae by Century (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 16: Breakdown of Status for Female Partners by Term of Relationship 
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U
n

c
e
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Act. 924 41 43 17 6 12 7 9 201 31 
Exp. 843.8 56.1 92.6 14 16.4 19.5 11.6 7.9 198 31 
Act.% 71.6 3.2 3.3 1.3 0.5 0.9 0.5 0.7 15.6 2.4 

Coniuges 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
Act. 248 41 36 2 3 5 0 0 39 8 
Exp. 249.7 16.6 27.4 4.1 4.9 5.8 3.4 2.3 58.6 9.2 
Act.% 64.9 10.7 9.4 0.5 0.8 1.3 0 0 10.2 2.1 

Uxores 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
Act. 10 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 

Exp. 9.2 0.6 1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 2.1 0.3 

Act.% 71.4 7.1 0 0 0 0 0 0 7.1 14.3 Maritae 

Exp.% 65.7 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
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a
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U
n

c
e
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Act. 35 3 2 0 0 0 1 1 9 1 
Exp. 34 2.3 3.7 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.5 0.3 8 1.3 
Act.% 67.3 5.8 3.8 0.6 0 0 1.9 1.9 17.3 1.9 Husb-

and's 
Term 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
Act. 90 2 14 3 1 1 11 2 47 6 
Exp. 115 7.6 12.6 1.9 2.2 2.7 1.6 1.1 27 4.2 
Act.% 51.1 1.1 8 1.7 0.6 0.6 6.3 1.1 26.7 2.9 Contuber-

nales 
 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
Act. 30 2 28 1 2 12 0 0 19 4 
Exp. 64.1 4.3 7 1.1 1.2 1.5 0.9 0.6 15 2.4 
Act.% 30.6 2 28.6 1 2 12.2 0 0 19.4 5.1 

Concub-
inae 

 
Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
Act. 29 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 5 0 
Exp. 23.5 1.6 2.6 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.3 0.2 5.5 0.9 

Act.% 80.6 2.8 2.8 0 0 0 0 0 13.9 0 
Amicae 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 
Act. 13 1 28 0 15 2 0 1 0 0 
Exp. 39.2 2.6 4.3 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.5 0.4 9.2 1.4 
Act.% 21.7 1.7 46.7 0 25 3.3 0 1.7 0 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

Exp.% 65.3 4.3 7.2 1.1 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.6 15.3 2.4 

Total for Each 
Status Group1235 

1,379 
(v. 

1,385) 
92 152 23 27 32 19 13 

321 
(v. 

325) 
52 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       
1235 Note that for the categories of Free and Single Name, a total of ten inscriptions are 
missing. These are accounted for by the “Other Term” category that has been uniformly 
discounted from tables discussing Term of Relation (see notes to Tables 1, 8, and 10, above). 
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Graph 80: Breakdown of Status for Female Coniuges (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 

Graph 81: Breakdown of Status for Uxores (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 82: Breakdown of Status for “Wives Commemorated According to Husband’s 
Term” (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 

 

 
 
 

Graph 83: Breakdown of Status for Maritae (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 84: Breakdown of Status for Multiple Term Females (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 

Graph 85: Breakdown of Status for Female Contubernales (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
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Graph 86: Breakdown of Status for Concubinae (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 
 

Graph 87: Breakdown of Status for Amicae (Actual vs. Expected Percent) 
 

 
 
 



  
 

 

470 

Table 17: Status Pairings for Female Coniuges by Male Partner’s Status 
(p=0.000; % = /1,287)1236 

 
  Status of Female Coniuges 

Male 
Partner’s 
Status 

 
Values F

re
e 

F
re

eb
or

n
 

F
re

ed
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p
er

ia
l 

F
re

ed
 

F
re

ed
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y 
P
a
rt

n
er

 

F
re

ed
 b
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a
n
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la

ve
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p
er

ia
l 

S
la

ve
 

S
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e 

N
a
m
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Act. 680 31 21 2 0 4 0 0 65 
Exp. 585.1 26 27.2 10.8 1.3 7.6 4.4 5.7 127.3 
Act.% 52.8 2.4 1.6 0.2 0 0.3 0 0 5.1 

Free 

Exp.% 45.5 2 2.1 0.8 0.1 0.6 0.3 0.4 9.9 
Act. 8 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 7.9 0.4 0.4 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0.1 1.7 
Act.% 0.6 0.2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Freeborn 

Exp.% 0.6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Act. 22 1 15 1 1 3 1 0 2 
Exp. 34.5 1.5 1.6 0.6 0.1 0.4 0.6 0.3 7.5 
Act.% 1.7 0.1 1.2 0.6 0.1 0.2 0.1 0 0.2 

Freed 

Exp.% 2.7 0.1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0.6 

Act. 82 3 1 5 1 0 0 1 5 

Exp. 71.8 3.2 3.3 1.3 0.2 0.9 0.5 0.7 15.6 

Act.% 6.4 0.2 0.1 0.4 0.1 0 0 0.1 0.4 

Imperial 
Freed 

Exp.% 5.6 0.2 0.2 0.1 0 0 0 0 1.2 

Act. 5 0 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 

Exp. 5.7 0.3 0.3 0.1 0 0.1 0 0.1 1.2 

Act.% 0.4 0.3 0.1 0 0 0.2 0 0 0 

Freed by 
a 

Woman 
Exp.% 0.4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.1 
Act. 5 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 5 
Exp. 12.2 0.5 0.6 0.2 0 0.2 0.1 0.1 2.7 
Act.% 0.4 0 0 0 0 0 0.2 0 0.4 

Slave 

Exp.% 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.2 

Act. 34 0 1 4 0 0 0 5 7 

Exp. 37.3 1.7 1.7 0.7 0.1 0.5 0.3 0.4 8.1 

Act.% 2.6 0 0.1 0.3 0 0 0 0.4 0.5 

Imperial 
Slave 

Exp.% 2.9 0.1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0.6 

Act. 62 2 4 5 0 3 2 2 112 

Exp. 142.9 6.3 6.6 2.6 0.3 1.9 1.1 1.4 31.1 

Act.% 4.8 0.2 0.3 0.4 0 0.2 0.2 0.2 8.7 

Single 
Name 

Exp.% 11.1 0.5 0.5 0.2 0 0.1 0.1 0.1 2.4 

 
 

                                       
1236 The discrepancy between the total number in this category (1,287) and the total number 
of female commemorated coniuges (1,292) is due to deletion, for the purposes of this table, of 
the five epitaphs with “uncertain” status (meaning that there was no status given on the 
epitaph or that it was fragmentary). This is the case for all status pairing tables. 
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Table 18: Status Pairings for Uxores by Male Partner’s Status 
(p=0.000;  % = /380)1237 

 
  Status of Uxores 

Male 
Partner’s 
Status 

Values Free 
Free-
born 

Freed 
Imperial 

Freed 

Freed by 
a 

Woman 

Single 
Name 

Act. 184 27 10 1 3 12 
Exp. 156.6 26.5 22.7 1.3 3.2 24.6 
Act.% 48.4 7.1 2.6 0.3 0.8 3.2 

Free 

Exp.% 41.2 7 6 0.3 0.8 6.5 
Act. 8 8 0 0 1 0 
Exp. 11.1 1.9 1.6 0.1 0.2 1.7 
Act.% 2.1 2.1 0 0 0.3 0 

Freeborn 

Exp.% 3 0.5 0.4 0.1 0.1 0.4 
Act. 15 1 17 0 1 5 
Exp. 26.8 4.5 3.9 0.2 0.5 4.2 
Act.% 3.9 0.3 4.5 0 0.3 1.3 

Freed 

Exp.% 7 1.2 1 0.1 0.1 1.1 

Act. 21 3 2 1 0 3 

Exp. 19.6 3.3 2.8 0.2 0.4 3.1 

Act.% 5.5 0.8 0.5 0.3 0 0.8 

Imperial 
Freed 

Exp.% 5.2 0.9 0.7 0.1 0.1 0.8 

Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 0.7 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 

Act.% 0.3 0 0 0 0 0 

Freed by 
a Woman 

Exp.% 0.2 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 
Act. 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Exp. 0.7 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 
Act.% 0 0 0.3 0 0 0 

Slave 

Exp.% 0.2 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 

Act. 2 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 1.3 0.2 0.2 0 0 0.2 

Act.% 0.5 0 0 0 0 0 

Imperial 
Slave 

Exp.% 0.3 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.1 

Act. 10 1 3 0 0 13 

Exp. 17.6 3 2.6 0.1 0.4 2.8 

Act.% 2.6 0.3 0.8 0 0 3.4 

Single 
Name 

Exp.% 4.6 0.8 0.7 0.1 0.1 0.7 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                       
1237 Two epitaphs with uxores of “uncertain” status have been excluded from this table. 
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Table 19: Status Pairings for Maritae by Male Partner’s Status1238 
(p=0.245) 

 
  Status of Maritae 

Male Partner’s Status Values Free Freeborn Single Name Not Given 

Act. 7 1 1 0 
Free 

Act.% 50 7.1 7.1 0 
Act. 0 0 0 1 

Freed 
Act.% 0 0 0 7.1 

Act. 2 0 0 0 
Imperial Freed 

Act.% 14.3 0 0 0 

Act. 1 0 0 0 
Single Name 

Act.% 7.1 0 0 0 

Act. 0 0 0 1 
Not Given 

Act.% 0 0 0 7.1 
 
 

Table 20: Status Pairings for “Wives Commemorated According to Husband’s Term” by 
Male Partner’s Status 

(p=0.000; % /52) 
 

 
 

Status of Females With Term of Relation Applied to Male 
Dedicator 

Male Partner’s 
Status 

Value Free Freeborn Freed Slave 
Imperial 

Slave 
Single 
Name 

Act. 22 2 0 0 0 1 
Exp. 17.5 1.5 1 0.5 0.5 4.5 
Act.% 42.3 3.8 0 0 0 1.9 

Free 

Exp.% 33.7 2.9 2 1 1 8.7 
Act. 0 0 1 0 0 0 
Exp. 0.7 0.1 0 0 0 0.2 
Act.% 0 0 1.9 0 0 0 

Freed 
 

Exp.% 1.3 0.2 0 0 0 0.4 

Act. 4 0 1 0 0 0 

Exp. 3.4 0.3 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.9 

Act.% 7.7 0 1.9 0 0 0 

Imperial Freed 
 

Exp.% 6.5 0.6 0.4 0.2 0.2 1.7 

Act. 6 0 0 1 0 6 

Exp. 8.8 0.8 0.5 0.3 0.3 2.3 

Act.% 11.5 0 0 1.9 0 11.5 

Single Name 
 

Exp.% 17 1.5 1 0.6 0.6 4.4 

                                       
1238 The p-value for status pairings for maritae is equal to 0.245 therefore this table has no 
statistical significance (due to small sample size of 14) and comparative elements are not 
provided. 
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Table 21: Status Pairings for Multiple Term Wives by Male Partner’s Status 
(p=0.000 and % = /46)1239 

 
Status of Female Partners with Multiple Terms of Relationship 

Male 
Partner’s 
Status 

Values 
Free 

Free-
born 

Freed 
Freed by 
Partner 

Freed by 
a 

Woman 

Imperial 
Slave 

Act. 7 1 10 1 0 0 
Exp. 5.4 0.4 11.6 0.4 0.8 0.4 
Act.% 15.2 2.2 21.7 2.2 0 0 

Free 

Exp.% 11.7 0.9 25.2 0.9 1.7 0.9 
Act. 0 0 11 0 0 0 
Exp. 3.1 0.2 6.7 0.2 0.5 0.2 
Act.% 0 0 23.9 0 0 0 

Freed 

Exp.% 6.7 0.4 14.6 0.4 1.1 0.4 
Act. 0 0 2 0 0 1 

Exp. 0.8 0.1 1.8 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Act.% 0 0 4.3 0 0 2.2 

Imperial 
Freed 

Exp.% 1.7 0.2 3.9 0.2 0.2 0.2 

Act. 5 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 1.4 0.1 3 0.1 0.2 0.1 

Act.% 10.9 0 0 0 0 0 

Freed by 
Partner 

Exp.% 3 0.2 6.5 0.2 0.4 0.2 
Act. 0 0 0 0 2 0 

Exp. 0.6 0 1.2 0 0.1 0 

Act.% 0 0 0 0 4.3 0 

Freed by 
a Woman 

Exp.% 1.3 0 2.6 0 0.2 0 
Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 0.3 0 0.6 0 0 0 

Act.% 2.2 0 0 0 0 0 

Imperial 
Slave 

Exp.% 0.7 0 1.3 0 0 0 
Act. 0 0 2 0 0 0 

Exp. 0.6 0 1.2 0 0.1 0 

Act.% 0 0 4.3 0 0 0 

Single 
Name 

Exp.% 1.3 0 2.6 0 0.2 0 
 

                                       
1239 Any discrepancy between the totals for this table and the totals for Multiple Term Wives 
as a whole are based on the deletion of inscriptions with “uncertain” or fragmentary status 
indications for the purposes of status pairings. 
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Table 22: Status Pairings for Female Contubernales by Male Partner’s Status 
(p=0.000; % = /176)1240 

 
Status of Female Contubernales 

Male 
Partner’s 
Status 

Value 

F
re

e 

F
re

eb
or

n
 

F
re

ed
 

Im
p
er

ia
l 

F
re

ed
 

F
re

ed
 b

y 
M

a
le

 P
a
rt

n
er

 

 
F

re
ed

 b
y 

a
 

W
om

a
n

 

S
la

ve
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p
er
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l 

S
la

ve
 

S
in
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e 

N
a
m

e 

Act. 35 0 1 1 1 0 2 0 13 
Exp. 27.6 0.6 4.3 0.9 0.3 0.3 3.7 0.6 14.4 
Act.% 19.9 0 0.6 0.6 0.6 0 1.1 0 7.4 

Free 

Exp.% 15.6 0.3 2.4 0.5 0.2 0.2 2.1 0.3 8.2 
Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 0.5 0 0.1 0 0 0 0.1 0 0.3 
Act.% 0.6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Freeborn 

Exp.% 0.3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.2 
Act. 2 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 4.6 0.1 0.7 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.1 2.4 
Act.% 1.1 0 3.4 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Freed 

Exp.% 2.6 0 0.4 0.1 0 0 0.3 0 1.4 

Act. 4 0 2 1 0 0 0 0 1 

Exp. 4.1 0.1 0.6 0.1 0 0 0.5 0.1 2.1 

Act.% 2.3 0 1.1 0.6 0 0 0 0 0.6 

Imperial 
Freed 

Exp.% 2.3 0 0.3 0 0 0 0.3 0 1.2 

Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 0.5 0 0.1 0 0 0 0.1 0 0.3 

Act.% 0.6 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Freed by 
a 

Woman 
Exp.% 0.3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.2 
Act. 9 0 2 0 0 0 4 0 8 

Exp. 11.8 0.3 1.8 0.4 0.1 0.1 1.4 0.3 6.1 

Act.% 5.1 0 1.1 0 0 0 2.3 0 4.5 
Slave 

Exp.% 6.7 0.2 1 0.2 0 0 0.8 0.2 3.5 

Act. 12 2 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 

Exp. 8.7 0.2 1.4 0.3 0.1 0.1 1.1 0.2 4.5 

Act.% 6.8 1.1 0 0.6 0 0 0 0.6 0.6 

Imperial 
Slave 

Exp.% 4.9 0.1 0.8 0.2 0 0 0.6 0.1 2.6 

Act. 26 0 3 0 0 0 5 1 23 

Exp. 30.7 0.7 4.8 1 0.3 0.3 3.8 0.7 16 

Act.% 14.7 0 1.7 0 0 0 2.8 0.6 13.1 

Single 
Name 

Exp.% 17.4 0.4 2.7 0.6 0.2 0.2 2.2 0.4 9.1 

                                       
1240 Any discrepancy between total number of contubernales and the total in this table is 
based on the deletion of those inscriptions with “uncertain” or fragmentary status 
indications. 



  
 

 

475 

Table 23: Status Pairings for Concubinae By Male Partner’s Status 
(p=0.001; %= /96)1241 

 
Status of Concubinae  

Male 
Partner’s 
Status 

 
 

Values Free 
Free-
born 

Freed 
Imperial 

Freed 

Freed by 
a 

Woman 

Single 
Name 

Act. 15 0 7 0 1 7 
Exp. 10.7 0.7 9.6 0.3 4.1 6.5 
Act.% 15.6 0 7.3 0 1 7.3 

Free 

Exp.% 11.1 0.7 10 0.3 4.3 6.8 
Act. 4 2 2 0 1 1 
Exp. 3.1 0.2 2.9 0.1 1.3 2 
Act.% 4.2 2.1 2.1 0 1 1 

Free-
born 

Exp.% 3.2 0.2 3 0.1 1.4 2.1 
Act. 6 0 17 0 9 6 
Exp. 11.9 0.8 11.1 0.4 4.8 7.5 
Act.% 6.3 0 17.7 0 9.4 6.3 

Freed 

Exp.% 12.4 0.8 11.6 0.4 5 6.6 

Act. 2 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 0.6 0 0.6 0 0.3 0.4 

Act.% 2.1 0 0 0 0 0 

Imperial 
Freed 

Exp.% 0.6 0 0.6 0 0.3 0.4 

Act. 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Exp. 0.3 0 0.3 0 0.1 0.2 

Act.% 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Freed by 
a Woman 

Exp.% 0.3 0 0.3 0 0.1 0.2 

Act. 2 0 1 1 0 1 

Exp. 1.6 0.1 1.5 0.1 0.6 1 

Act.% 2.1 0 1 1 0 1 

Single 
Name 

Exp.% 1.7 0.1 1.6 0.1 0.6 1 
 

                                       
1241 Any discrepancy between the total number of commemorated concubinae (98) and the 
total number found in this chart is the result of excluding the inscriptions with “uncertain” 
or fragmentary indications of status (12). 
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Table 24: Status Pairings for Amicae By Male Partner’s Status1242 
(p=0.750; %  = /36) 

 
Status of Amicae Male 

Partner’s 
Status 

 
Values Free Freeborn Freed Single Name 

Actual 23 1 1 2 
Free 

Actual % 63.9 2.8 2.8 5.6 
Actual 1 0 0 0 

Freeborn 
Actual % 2.8 0 0 0 
Actual 2 0 0 0 

Freed 
Actual % 5.6 0 0 0 
Actual 1 0 0 1 Imperial 

Slave Actual % 2.8 0 0 2.8 
Actual 2 0 0 2 

Single Name 
Actual % 5.6 0 0 5.6 

 
 

 

N.B. The following tables (Tables 25-31) show the breakdown of epithets within 

status groups by term of relationship. Only those epithets with a statistically valid 

difference have been provided in tables (age, bene merens, carissima, pientissima, 

optima, LOM, sanctissima). As in all cases, only the main terms have been included and 

this may result in a discrepancy between the total numbers for a particular category 

(found in earlier tables) and the numbers found in the tables below. Similarly, the 

status category of “Uncertain/Fragmentary” has been excluded and any discrepancies 

in the total numbers of an epithet are due to this. In order to illustrate the difference, 

two numbers may appear in the Totals column. Bold numbers indicate the total count 

for that term of relationship (within that epithet) on which percentages are based. If 

exclusion of any epitaphs led to a difference between the grand total and the total for 

the row as shown in the table, that total appears in brackets below the bolded “true” 

total. An explanatory example would be Table 25 (Age). There were 243 coniuges 

commemorated with an Age who were also Free (or 68.3%). This is more than the 

statistically expected results of 227 or 63.8%.  

 
 
 

                                       
1242 The p-value for amicae status pairings is 0.750, which is not statistically significant.  
This chart is provided, therefore, without comparative elements just as the status pairings 
for maritae were. 
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Table 25: Breakdown of the Usage of Age as an Epithet within Status Groups by Term 
of Relationship(p=0.000) 

 
 

Term of 
Relationship 

V
a
lu

e
s
 

F
re

e
 

F
re

e
b
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F
re

e
d
 

Im
p
e
ri

a
l 

F
re

e
d
 

F
re

e
d
 b

y
 

P
a
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n
e
r 

F
re

e
d
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y
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o
m

a
n

 

S
la

v
e
 

Im
p
e
ri

a
l 

S
la

v
e
 

S
in

g
le

 N
a
m

e
 

T
o
ta

l 
C

o
u
n

ts
 

Act. 243 13 10 3 4 1 4 4 63 
Exp. 227 13.4 15.4 2.7 1.1 2 7.4 5.4 67.2 
Act.% 68.3 3.7 2.8 0.8 1.1 0.3 1.1 1.1 17.7 

Coniuges 
 

Exp.% 63.8 3.8 4.3 0.8 0.3 0.6 2.1 1.5 18.8 

356 
(345) 

Act. 32 5 5 1 0 0 0 0 11 

Exp. 34.4 2 2.3 0.4 0.8 0.3 1.1 0.8 10.2 

Act.% 59.3 9.3 9.3 1.9 0 0 0 0 20.4 

Uxores 
 

Exp.% 63.8 3.7 4.3 0.7 1.5 0.6 2 1.5 18.8 

54 
 

Act. 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Exp. 2.6 0.2 0.2 0 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0.8 

Act.% 50 25 0 0 0 0 0 0 25 

Maritae 
 

Exp.% 65 5 5 0 2.5 0 2.5 2.5 20 

4 
 

Act. 13 0 2 0 0 0 1 1 8 

Exp. 15.9 0.9 1.1 0.2 0.4 0.1 0.5 0.4 4.7 

Act.% 52 0 8 0 0 0 4 4 32 

“According to 
Husband’s 

Term” 
 Exp.% 63.6 3.8 4.3 0.8 1.5 0.6 2.1 1.5 18.9 

25 
 

Act. 35 0 2 0 0 1 6 2 11 

Exp. 38.3 2.3 2.6 0.5 0.9 0.3 1.2 0.5 11.3 

Act.% 58.3 0 3.3 0 0 1.7 10 3.3 18.3 

Contubernales 
 

Exp.% 63.8 3.8 4.3 0.8 1.5 0.6 2.1 1.5 18.9 

60 
(57) 

Act. 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Exp. 4.5 0.3 0.3 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 1.3 

Act.% 42.9 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 42.9 

Concubinae 
 

Exp.% 63.8 3.8 4.3 0.8 1.5 0.6 2.1 1.5 18.9 

7 
(6) 
 
 

Act. 4 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 
Exp. 3.8 0.2 0.3 0 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 1.1 
Act.% 66.7 16.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 16.7 

Amicae 
 

Exp.% 63.8 3.8 4.3 0.8 1.5 0.6 2.1 1.5 18.9 

6 
 

Act. 5 0 4 0 4 1 0 1 0 
Exp. 9.6 0.6 0.7 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.3 0.2 2.8 
Act.% 33.3 0 26.7 0 26.7 6.7 0 6.7 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

 
Exp.% 63.8 3.8 4.3 0.8 1.5 0.6 2.1 1.5 18.9 

15 
 

Totals 
 338 20 23 4 8 3 11 8 100 527/530 

(512) 
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Table 26: Breakdown of the Usage of Bene Merens within Status Groups by Term of 
Relationship (p=0.000) 

T
e
rm

 o
f 

R
e
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ti
o
n

 

V
a
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e
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re

e
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e
b
o
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F
re

e
d
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p
e
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a
l 

F
re

e
d
 

F
re

e
d
 b

y
 

P
a
rt

n
e
r 

F
re

e
d
 b

y
 

a
 W

o
m

a
n

 

S
la

v
e
 

Im
p
e
ri

a
l 

S
la

v
e
 

S
in

g
le

 
N

a
m

e
 

T
o
ta

ls
 

Act. 416 12 9 3 0 0 2 4 101 

Exp. 
392.

4 
13.1 20.8 3.1 5.4 3.1 4.6 3.1 

106.
4 

Act.% 74 2.1 1.6 0.5 0 0 0.4 0.7 18 

C
on

iu
ge

s 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

562 
(547) 

 

Act. 46 4 6 0 0 0 0 0 16 

Exp. 51 1.7 2.7 0.4 0.7 0.4 0.6 0.4 13.8 

Act.% 63 5.5 8.2 0 0 0 0 0 21.9 

U
xo

re
s 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

73 
(72) 

Act. 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 3.5 0.1 0.2 0 0 0 0 0 0.9 

Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

M
a
ri

ta
e 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

5 
 

Act. 3 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 

Exp. 5.6 0.2 0.3 0 0.1 0 0.1 0 1.5 

Act.% 37.5 12.5 25 0 0 0 0 0 25 H
u

sb
-

a
n

d
’s

 
T
er

m
 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

8 
 

Act. 27 0 3 1 0 0 4 0 16 

Exp. 37.7 1.3 2 0.3 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.3 10.2 

Act.% 50 0 5.6 1.9 0 0 0.4 0 29.6 

C
on

tu
b
-

er
n

a
le

s 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

54 
(51) 

Act. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Exp. 1.4 0 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0.4 

Act.% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 50 

C
on

cu
b
-

in
a
e 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

2 
(1) 

Act. 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 3.5 0.1 0.2 0 0 0 0 0 0.9 

Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

A
m

ic
a
e 

 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

5 
 

Act. 6 0 7 0 3 1 0 0 0 

Exp. 11.9 0.4 0.6 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 3.2 

Act.% 35.3 0 41.2 0 17.6 5.9 0 0 0 

M
u

lt
ip

le
 

T
er

m
s 

 

Exp.% 69.8 2.3 3.7 0.5 1 0.5 0.8 0.5 18.9 

17 
 

Total  509 17 27 4 7 4 6 4 138 
729 
(716) 
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Table 27: Breakdown of the Usage of Carissima within Status Groups by Term of 
Relationship (p=0.000) 

 
 

Term of 
Relation 

V
a
lu

e
s
 

F
re

e
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b
o
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F
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d
 

Im
p
e
ri

a
l 

F
re

e
d
 

F
re

e
d
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y
 

P
a
rt

n
e
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F
re

e
d
 b
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o
m

a
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S
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v
e
 

Im
p
e
ri

a
l 

S
la

v
e
 

S
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g
le

 
N

a
m

e
 

T
o
ta

ls
 

Act. 180 5 11 4 3 2 1 1 28 
Exp. 166.6 9.8 14.3 2.6 3.9 2.6 2.6 1.3 33.2 
Act.% 73.8 2 4.5 1.6 1.2 0.8 0.4 0.4 11.5 

Coniuges 
 

Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

244 
(235) 

Act. 45 9 1 0 0 0 0 0 7 
Exp. 43 2.5 3.7 0.7 1 0.7 0.7 0.3 8.6 
Act.% 71.4 14.3 1.6 0 0 0 0 0 11.1 

Uxores 

Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

63 
(62) 

Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 0.7 0 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0.1 
Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Maritae 
 

Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

1 
 

Act. 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 0.7 0 0.1 0 0 0 0 0 0.1 
Act.% 0 0 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 

According to 
Husband’s 

Term 
 Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

1 
 

Act. 19 0 2 0 0 1 3 1 12 

Exp. 26.6 1.6 2.3 0.4 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.2 5.3 

Act.% 48.7 0 5.1 0 0 2.6 7.7 2.6 30.8 

Contubernales 
 

Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

39 
(38) 

Act. 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 

Exp. 2.7 0.2 0.2 0 0.1 0 0 0 0.5 

Act.% 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 

Concubinae 
 

Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

4 
 

Act. 6 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 5.5 0.3 0.5 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 1.1 
Act.% 75 12.5 12.5 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Amicae 
 

Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

8 
 

Act. 5 0 6 3 1 0 0 0 0 

Exp. 10.2 0.6 0.9 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.1 2 

Act.% 33.3 0 40 20 6.7 0 0 0 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

 
Exp.% 68.3 4 5.9 1.1 1.6 1.1 1.1 0.5 13.6 

15 
 

Totals 
 256 15 22 4 6 4 4 2 51 375 

(368) 
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Table 28: Breakdown of the Usage of Pientissima within Status Groups by Term of 
Relationship (p=0.009) 

 

Term of 
Relation 
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d
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re
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d
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e
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re
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d
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Im
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e
ri

a
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S
la

v
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S
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g
le

 
N

a
m

e
 

T
o
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Act. 33 3 3 3 0 1 1 1 9 
Exp. 33.8 2.8 3.3 1.7 0.6 1.1 1.1 0.6 8.3 
Act.% 57.9 5.3 5.3 5.3 0 1.8 1.8 1.8 15.8 

Coniuges 
 

Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

57 
(54) 

Act. 18 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 
Exp. 14.2 1.2 1.4 0.7 0.2 0.5 0.5 0.2 3.5 
Act.% 75 4.2 8.3 0 0 0 0 0 8.3 

Uxores 
 

Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

24 
(23) 

Act. 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 1.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0.3 
Act.% 50 50 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Maritae 
 

Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

2 
 

Act. 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 1.8 0.1 0.2 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.4 
Act.% 66.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

According to 
Husband’s 

Term 
 Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

3 
(2) 

Act. 4 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 3 

Exp. 5.3 0.4 0.5 0.3 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.1 1.3 

Act.% 44.4 0 0 0 0 0 11.1 0 33.3 

Contubernales 
 

Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

9 
(8) 

Act. 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Exp. 1.8 0.1 0.2 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.4 

Act.% 0 0 33.3 0 0 0 0 0 33.3 

Concubinae 
 

Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

3 
(2) 

Act. 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 1.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0 0 0 0 0.3 
Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Amicae 
 

Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

2 
 

Act. 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 

Exp. 1.8 0.1 0.2 0.1 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.4 

Act.% 33.3 0 0 0 33.3 33.3 0 0 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

 
Exp.% 59.2 4.9 5.8 2.9 1 1.9 1.9 1 14.6 

3 
 

Totals 
 61 5 6 3 1 2 2 1 15 103 

(96) 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

 

481 

 
Table 29: Breakdown of the Usage of Optima within Status Groups by Term of 

Relationship (p=0.002) 
 

Term of 
Relation 

V
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e
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F
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Im
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e
ri

a
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S
la

v
e
 

S
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g
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N

a
m

e
 

T
o
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Act. 35 5 3 2 1 2 6 

Exp. 34.4 5.7 3.9 1.3 1.7 0.9 4.8 

Act.% 64.8 9.3 5.6 3.7 1.9 3.7 11.1 
Coniuges 

Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

54 
 
 

Act. 28 7 2 1 0 0 3 
Exp. 27.4 4.5 3.1 1 1.4 0.7 3.8 
Act.% 65.1 16.3 4.7 2.3 0 0 7 

Uxores 

Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

43 
(41) 

Act. 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 1.3 0.2 0.1 0 0.1 0 0.2 
Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Maritae 

Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

2 
 

Act. 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 1.3 0.2 0.1 0 0.1 0 0.2 
Act.% 50 50 0 0 0 0 0 

According to 
Husband’s 

Term 
Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

2 
 

Act. 4 0 1 0 0 0 2 

Exp. 5.1 0.8 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.7 

Act.% 50 0 12.5 0 0 0 25 
Contubernales 

Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

8 
(7) 

Act. 7 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 4.5 0.7 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.6 
Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Amicae 

Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

7 
 

Act. 2 0 3 0 3 0 0 

Exp. 5.1 0.8 0.6 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.7 

Act.% 25 0 37.5 0 37.5 0 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

Exp.% 63.7 10.5 7.3 2.4 3.2 1.6 8.9 

8 
 

Totals 
 79 13 9 3 4 2 11 124 

(121) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 

 

482 

 
 

Table 30: Breakdown of the Usage of LOM within Status Groups by Term of 
Relationship (p=0.000) 

 

Term of 
Relation 
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a
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g
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N

a
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e
 

T
o
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ls
 

Act. 92 3 2 2 2 0 1 7 
Exp. 87.6 3 3.7 1.5 2.2 0.7 1.5 17.2 
Act.% 75.4 2.5 1.6 1.6 1.6 0 0.8 13.9 

Coniuges 

Exp.% 71.8 2.5 3.1 1.2 1.8 0.6 1.2 14.1 

122 
(109) 

 

Act. 18 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 
Exp. 15.1 0.5 0.6 0.3 0.4 0.1 0.3 3 
Act.% 85.7 4.8 0 0 0 4.8 0 4.8 

Uxores 

Exp.% 71.8 2.5 3.1 1.2 1.8 0.6 1.2 14.1 

21 
 

Act. 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 

Exp. 6.5 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 1.3 

Act.% 55.6 0 0 0 0 0 0 33.3 

According to 
Husband’s 

Term 
Exp.% 71.8 2.5 3.1 1.2 1.8 0.6 1.2 14.1 

9 
(8) 

Act. 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 2.2 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0 0 0.4 
Act.% 0 0 33.3 0 0 0 0 0 

Contubernales 

Exp.% 71.8 2.5 3.1 1.2 1.8 0.6 1.2 14.1 

3 
(1) 

Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 0.7 0 0 0 0 0 0 0.1 
Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Amicae 

Exp.% 71.8 2.5 3.1 1.2 1.8 0.6 1.2 14.1 

1 
 

Act. 1 0 2 0 1 0 1 0 
Exp. 3.6 0.1 0.2 0.1 0.1 0 0.1 0.7 
Act.% 20 0 40 0 20 0 20 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

Exp.% 71.8 2.5 3.1 1.2 1.8 0.6 1.2 14.1 

5 
 

Totals 
 117 4 5 2 3 1 2 23 163 

(161) 
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Table 31: Breakdown of the Usage of Sanctissima within Status Groups by Term of 
Relationship (p=0.004) 

 

Term of 
Relation 

V
a
lu

e
s
 

F
re

e
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b
o
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e
d
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p
e
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a
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F
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g
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N

a
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T
o
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Act. 82 7 1 2 1 1 14 

Exp. 80.2 8 4 2 1.3 0.7 12 

Act.% 75.2 6.4 0.9 1.8 0.9 0.9 12.8 
Coniuges 

Exp.% 73.6 7.4 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.6 11 

109 
(108) 

 

Act. 30 3 2 0 0 0 2 
Exp. 27.2 2.7 1.4 0.7 0.5 0.2 4.1 
Act.% 81.1 8.1 5.4 0 0 0 5.4 

Uxores 

Exp.% 73.6 7.4 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.6 11 

37 
 

Act. 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Exp. 1.5 0.1 0.1 0 0 0 0.2 

Act.% 50 0 0 0 0 0 50 

“According to 
Husband’s 

Term” 
Exp.% 73.6 7.4 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.6 11 

2 
 

Act. 2 1 1 1 0 0 1 

Exp. 4.4 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.1 0 0.7 

Act.% 33.3 16.7 16.7 16.7 0 0 16.7 
Contubernales 

Exp.% 73.6 7.4 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.6 11 

6 
 

Act. 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Exp. 2.2 0.2 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.3 
Act.% 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Amicae 

Exp.% 73.6 7.4 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.6 11 

3 
 

Act. 0 1 2 0 1 0 0 

Exp. 2.9 0.3 0.1 0.1 0 0 0.4 

Act.% 0 25 50 0 25 0 0 

Multiple 
Terms 

Exp.% 73.6 7.4 3.7 1.8 1.2 0.6 11 

4 
 

Totals 
 120 12 6 3 2 1 18 163 

(162) 
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Table 32: Breakdown of Epithets by Status* 
*Only the epithets with statistically relevant data are presented here. Any 
discrepancy between epithet totals and those found here are based on deletion 
of irrelevant status groups. 

 

Epithet Values Free Freeborn Freed Slave 
Single 
Name 

Act. 338 20 23 11 100 

Exp. 345.8 23 37.9 4.7 81 

Act. % 64.6 3.8 4.4 2.1 19.1 
Age 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 

Act. 509 17 27 6 138 

Exp. 478.6 31.8 52.5 6.6 112.3 

Act. % 70.3 2.3 3.7 0.8 19.1 

Bene 
Merens 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 

Act. 32 6 1 0 3 
Exp. 31.1 2.1 3.4 0.4 7.3 
Act. % 68.1 12.8 2.1 0 6.4 

Castissima 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 
Act. 7 4 0 0 0 
Exp. 7.9 0.5 0.9 0.1 1.9 
Act. % 58.3 33.3 0 0 0 

Pudicissima 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 
Act. 120 12 6 0 18 
Exp. 107.1 7.1 11.8 1.5 25.1 
Act. % 74.1 7.4 3.7 0 11.1 

Sanctissima 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 
Act. 61 5 6 2 15 
Exp. 67.4 4.5 7.4 0.9 15.8 
Act. % 59.8 4.9 5.9 2.0 14.7 

Pientissima 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 
Act. 79 13 9 0 11 
Exp. 79.3 5.3 8.7 1.1 18.6 
Act. % 65.8 10.8 7.5 0 9.2 

Optima 

Exp. % 66.1 4.4 7.3 0.9 15.5 
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Appendix C: 

Amicae in Epitaphs and in Literature 

 
Any discussion of contubernales or concubinae leads, quite naturally, into a 

discussion of a third alternative term of relationship: amica. In the current study, 

the sample of amicae inscriptions was quite small. Though SPSS provided results 

for these inscriptions, which have been left in the Tables and Graphs of Appendix 

B, the conclusions must be tentative. Due to the small size and to the nature of this 

sample, with half of the amicae being commemorated by women, it is not fully 

comparable to the material for concubinae or for contubernales and so it has been 

placed in an Appendix. The results of this preliminary investigation are suggestive 

of trends but future research must be done before any definitive statements can be 

made.  

Amica turned out to be a much more complicated and nuanced term than 

anticipated. It appears that this term had multiple meanings in the literary corpus 

and that, if the trends suggested by the small sample of epitaphs are correct, the 

multiple meanings found in literature do not fully correspond to the treatment of 

this term in the epitaphs. In the literature, as we will see in the second section of 

this appendix, the use of amica could indicate four different relationships. First, it 

could indicate a platonic female friend, limited to a female-female friendship. 

Second, it could also mean “mistress/lover/girlfriend” though this appears to have 

often been applied with a pejorative undertone. Third, it could mean a prostitute or 

whore taking the sexual meaning of “girlfriend” and imbuing it with “girlfriend for 

hire.” Fourth, and most rarely, it could mean the female amica of a female 

indicating a same-sex relationship. This homoerotic meaning is unusual but was 

present in Martial, at least. In the epitaphs, the picture is quite different. Epitaphs 

do not generally use pejorative terms so amica is unlikely to mean prostitute or 

girlfriend in a derogatory sense. While it occasionally seems to indicate an intimate 

relationship, it more commonly is used of platonic friendship regardless of the 

gender of the participants. This makes it quite different from the presentation in 

Latin literature, where the term had more connotations with a disparaging and 

sexual undertone. Consequently, if this trend is accurate, it indicates that amica 

was one of the few terms used to describe a woman in both epitaphs and literature 
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with pronounced differences in meaning between the two sources. To begin, we will 

examine the small sample of amicae inscriptions before moving into the literary 

evidence. 

!

I. Amicae in the Epitaphs 

Beryl Rawson discussed amicae in the inscriptions in her article on de facto 

marriages in Rome. As she was interested in marriages and sexual unions, she 

limited herself to seventeen inscriptions that she believed showed male-female 

sexual or conjugal relationships where the terms amica and/or amicus were used. 

She found, from these seventeen inscriptions, that there were no children 

mentioned for these unions and her conclusion, based on this and the fact that 

there were so few, is that these were “transitory” relationships.1243 The current 

sample is not, unfortunately, much larger, as it was limited to inscriptions from 

Rome in order to eliminate regional variations in the use of the term. However, even 

with the inclusion of all commemorations of amicae, there are only thirty-six usable 

inscriptions in Rome.1244 These thirty-six inscriptions can be divided into three 

categories.1245 There were seventeen amicae commemorated by men alone, fifteen 

amicae were commemorated by women, and a further four amicae were 

commemorated by multiple dedicators (three of these four inscriptions have both 

male and female dedicators and the fourth has two women commemorating their 

amica). It is necessary to examine both the overarching group of amica dedications 

and the specific dedicator-based groups. Though this was a small sample, it was 

included in the statistical program, SPSS, and some useful numbers resulted. In 

what follows, discussions of “expected” results indicate that the results have been 

                                       
1243 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 299. 
1244 See Appendix B, Table 1 and Graph 1. From my original sample of forty inscriptions, I 
will not discuss several in depth. For example, one has no dedicator and so it is difficult to 
speak of the relationship on this inscription  CIL 6.4854 = CIL 6.4855: [Ia]nuariae / amicae / 
be(ne) me(renti)). In another, a father commemorates his filia as amica: CIL 6.36151: D(is) 
M(anibus) / Pomponius / Fronton fecit / Nummiae filiae / amicae b(ene) m(erenti) et / sibi). My 
translation: To the Spirits of the Dead. Pomponius Fronton made this for Nummia, his 
friendly/dear daughter who was well-deserving and to himself. This is likely the adjectival 
meaning of “friendly” or “loving.” 
1245 Future investigations should include all 188 amica inscriptions in the Clauss Database. 
For a full investigation, it would likely be fruitful to examine the 1,891 inscriptions with the 
stem “amic,” as this would enable a comparison of male-female, female-female, and female-
male inscriptions regardless of whether it was the male or female who was termed amicus or 
amica. 
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compared to a statistically expected result and the associated charts and graphs, as 

listed in individual footnotes, can be found in Appendix B. 

Amicae are found more often than expected in household tombs and 

unidentifiable graves.1246 They are not found in columbaria as often as they ought to 

be. If amicae were transitory sexual partners, then their inclusion on household 

tombs may seem odd. However, the majority of those amicae found on household 

tombs are commemorated by women or in a long list of dedications with the clear 

indication of female-female non-sexual friendship. Status was not the reason. More 

amicae than expected were free while all other status groups have fewer amicae 

than they ought to have. Thus, amicae were free though exact status (whether one 

was originally freeborn or freed) appears not to have been important in this 

relationship.  

The epithets applied to amicae are also interesting. First, the rate of epithet 

usage for amicae was higher than that of other terms and much higher than that of 

concubinae.1247 In a similar fashion to concubinae, amicae do not have an age or 

length of marriage applied to them as often as was statistically expected.1248 This 

indicates that this relationship was not often considered marital in nature. In 

opposite fashion to concubinae, amicae never have the term amantissima applied to 

them1249 which indicates that this relationship may be portrayed in a less 

sentimentalised way than concubinae. Carissima, however, a term related to 

friendship, was over-used at a rate of 22.2% (versus the expected 17.8% usage rate) 

while the emotional and erotic epithet dulcissima was used at the same rate as 

coniuges (the expected rate is 4.6% and both coniuges and amicae are just over 

5%).1250  

 

 

                                       
1246 See Appendix B, Table 8 and Graphs 6-8. 
1247 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 10-24 for all epithets. 
1248 See Appendix B, Graphs 10 and 16. 
1249 See Appendix B, Graph 11. 
1250 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 13 and 14. 



488 

Graph F: Epithet Usage Rates for Concubinae, Contubernales, and Amicae 

 

Optima was used three times as often as it should be (the expected usage 

rate is 5.8% and for amicae it is 19.4%). This is a greater usage rate than for any 

other term of relation, including uxores who are often connected with this 

epithet.1251 Incomparabilis was used twice as often as expected while sanctissima

was slightly overused for amicae. Although these are epithets traditionally 

associated with wives, they are not commonly found in the marital inscriptions and 

other epithets traditionally seen as belonging to wives, such as sine, pudicissima, 

castissima, and univira, are entirely absent from the amicae sample.1252 This 

indicates that amicae were commemorated following a unique pattern. They were 

not wives and they were not conubinae or contubernales though they have elements 

in common with each group. What, then, were they? A closer look at the three 

groups based on dedicators may help determine this. 

                                      
1251 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graph 15. 
1252 See Appendix B, Table 10 and Graphs 18-23. 
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Graph G: Epithet Usage Rates for Coniuges, Concubinae, and Amicae 

 

1. Amicae With Sole Male Dedicators 

Let us begin with the seventeen commemorations of amicae by men.1253 In all 

but one of the seventeen cases, the men do not refer to themselves by a term of 

relation (one refers to himself as contubernalis which shows even more the friendly 

nature of this term; this may also indicate, in this one case, the marital nature of 

this particular relationship). It is only the woman who is called amica. Of these, 

three have no epithets while thirteen do. There is a wide variety in the epithets used 

by men to commemorate amicae with twenty-two epithets recorded. As Table O, 

below, shows, there are two examples each of bene merens, sanctissima, 

incomparabilis, and dulcissima. There are three uses of carissima. Four amicae have 

their Age at Death recorded and four are also called optima. Only a single amica has 

a length of relationship/marriage recorded on her epitaph. It is unclear whether or 

not these relationships were sexual. 

                                      
1253 AE 1997.00181a; CIL 6.08659 = D 01779; CIL 6.10977 = CIL 9.*00428,2; CIL 6.11254 (p 
3508); CIL 6.12603; CIL 6.13329; CIL 6.15831; CIL 6.17026; CIL 6.17607; CIL 6.17787; CIL
6.18404 (p 3914, 3917) = CIL 6.25029; CIL 6.18829; CIL 6.19424; CIL 6.20684; CIL 6.22778 
= ILMN-01, 00324; CIL 6.29409 (p 3919) = D 08462; CIL 6.34237; CIL 6.38513.  
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Table O: Breakdown of Epithet Usage for Amicae by Gender of Dedicator 

Epithet 
Male 
Dedicators 
(17 Total) 

Female 
Dedicators 
(15 Total) 

Group 
Dedicators (4 
Total) 

Totals 
(36 Total) 

No Epithet 3 5 0 8 

Age 4 1 1 6 

B.M. 
(Form. 
Abbrev.) 

6 2 1 9 

Bene 
Merens 

2 4 -- 6 

Caris. 3 3 3 9 

Dulcis. 2 -- -- 2 

Fidelís. 1 -- -- 1 

Incomp. 2 -- 1 3 

Optima 4 4 -- 8 

Pientis. -- 2 -- 2 

Sanctis. 2 -- 1 3 

LOM 1 -- -- 1 

Other 1 1 1 3 

Totals 28 17 8  

 

   In the single inscription with a length of relationship, CIL 6.38513, the nature 

of the relationship is unclear: 

Dis Manibus Iuliae Paternae amicae sanctissimae cum qua vixit annos LVII 
menses VI fecit Octavius verna. 
 
To the spirits of the departed Julia Paterna, an amica who was very revered 
and with whom he lived for 57 years and 6 months. Octavius, a verna made 
this.1254 

 
Octavius, a verna, commemorated his amica, Julia Paterna, as being sanctissima 

and as having lived with him for 57 years. Was she actually his amica or was he her 

verna and she was amica ("friendly") toward him? This epitaph needs to be 

discounted.  

 In the remaining seventeen examples, the epithet usage is unclear. While all 

the epithets under consideration are found for wives and female intimate partners, 

they are found at very different rates. Carissima and age at death would be among 

the more commonly found epithets (17.7% and 25% respectively) while the more 

morally charged epithets of optima and sanctissima occurred much less frequently 

                                       
1254  CIL 6.38513. My translation. 
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(5.8% and 7.7% respectively). Sentimentalizing epithets, such as dulcissima (4.8%), 

occurred even less often for wives and were more frequently seen for concubinae. 

The usage rates of these epithets for amicae are comparable to those found for 

terms denoting marital relationships. This suggests, perhaps, that men who 

commemorated amicae were in some type of intimate relationship with them, as the 

literary evidence examined below will illustrate, but one that did not correspond 

precisely to the patterns seen for wives, unrecognized wives (contubernales), or 

concubinae.  

However, it is also possible that the relationships were not intimate but 

rather friendly relationships that may be indicative of a collegia-style burial 

arrangement. Carissima is indicative of friendship, as Sigismund-Nielsen and 

Harrod have both noted and, as Chapter 3 illustrated, was an integral part of the 

marital relationship.1255 In addition, of the three amicae with ages given, one was a 

fourteen-year-old freeborn girl who was also very dear (carissima) to her 

commemorator, Marcus Clodius Zosimus.1256 It was unusual for young, freeborn 

Roman females to be commemorated in relationships other than traditional 

marriage or as daughters.1257 It is, perhaps, more likely that this was a more 

platonic relationship or, perhaps, a relationship of work. The other two inscriptions 

that provide an age are also odd. The first, CIL 6.22778, is unusually long and 

elaborate in its praise: 

Dis Manibus Mustiae Isiadi optimae et inconparabili feminae quae vixit annis 
XXXII mense I diebus X Caius Pacilius Agathonicus amicae karissimae bene 
merenti fecit Mustia anima dulcis 
 
To the spirits of the departed Mustia Isias, the best and incomparable 
woman who lived for 32 years, 1 month, and 10 days. Gaius Pacilius 
Agathonicus made this to his very dear and well-deserving amica. Mustia 
(had) a sweet spirit.1258 

 
The final example of an amica commemorated with an age died at twenty-five. She 

                                       
1255 Cf. Sigismund-Nielsen, Roman Relations, 94ff. Harrod, Latin Terms, 5. 
1256 CIL 6.17607: D(is) M(anibus) / Fabiaes(!) L(uci) f(iliae) / Ionidi[s] / vixit ann(is) XIIII / 
mens(ibus) IIII dieb(us) V / M(arcus) Clodius / Zosimus / amicae carissimae / fecit et sibi. = To 
the Spirits of the Dead. For Fabia Ionis, freeborn daughter of Lucus, who lived 14 years, 4 
months, and 5 days. Marcus Clodius Zosimus made this for his very dear amica and for 
himself. My translation. 
1257 As with Pliny’s Minicia, it would be more common for an unmarried girl who was 
engaged to be commemorated by her parents as filia rather than by her future husband. 
1258  CIL 6.22778 = ILMN-01, 00324. My translation. 
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was also very sweet and was co-commemorated as a coniunx by a second man: 

Dis Manibus Agilini vixit annos XXV Narcissus amicae dulcissimae et Lucius S() 
Heuremon coniugi bene merenti et Lucius S() Oceanus filius matri piissimae 
fecerunt  
 
To the spirits of the departed Agilinis who lived for 25 years. Narcissus for 
his very sweet amica and Lucius S() Heuremon for his coniunx who was well-
deserving and Lucius S() Oceanus, her son, for his most dutiful mother. 
They made this.1259 

  
It is possible that these last two are intimate and, perhaps, transitory relationships 

in which the amica died suddenly and was commemorated, but other possibilities 

exist. For the first, the language is that of a spousal commemoration and not that of 

platonic friendship or a sexual partner. Concerning the second example, it is 

particularly likely that the woman commemorated as one man’s amica and a second 

man’s coniunx was not the transitory sexual partner of the first man co-

commemorated by her husband but simply his friend. One last example highlights 

the unusual examples found in the amica category: 

D M S Cestius Clarus Severine conservae sodali et amice coniugi bene merenti 
et incomparabili fecit et sibi posterisque eorum. 
 
To the Sacred Spirits of the Dead. Cestius Clarus made this to Severina, his 
co-slave, comrade, friend, and wife who was well-deserving and 
incomparable and to himself and all who come after.1260  

 

The epithets applied to Severina are marital but the use of four terms of relation is 

very unusual. The use of a marital term and an alternative term is also not 

commonly found. It seems likely that this was a complex relationship that resulted 

in marriage. They were co-slaves but we do not know if they lived originally in 

contubernium. The terms amica and sodalis indicate friendship and, perhaps, a 

work relationship. Coniunx tells us that this relationship became an unambiguous 

marriage but, by the other terms, one with a long history and aspects of friendship. 

Thus, a coherent picture of amicae is not supplied by the male-female 

dedications. There are elements of intimate, even marital, relationships in the use 

of epithets but there are also elements that do not fit marital (or sexual) 

                                       
1259  CIL 6.11254. My translation. The name “Aglini” only occurs once (hapax legomenon) and 
so its nominative is uncertain. 
1260  CIL 6.14697. My translation. 



  
 

 

493 

relationships. At this point, it is important to turn from the male-female dedications 

to the female-female dedications in order to expand the understanding of this term. 

  

 2. Amicae With Sole Female Dedicators 

 How, then, do these compare to the fifteen epitaphs in which amicae are 

commemorated by women? First, five have no epithet given to the deceased amica. 

Of those commemorated with epithets, four are optima, three are carissima, four are 

bene merens, three are pientissima, and only one is commemorated with an age: 

Auruncaeia Albana Cai Auruncaei Hilari liberta Cuspiae Bonitati bene merenti 
bonae amicae locum donavit vixit annos XXXV.  
 
Auruncaeia Albana, freedwoman of Gaius Auruncaeius Hilarus, donated this 
place to Cuspia Bonitas who was a well-deserving and good (or obliging) amica 
who lived for 35 years. 1261  

 

As Table O, above, shows, the epithet usage is similar to that seen for the amicae 

commemorated by males with some notable exceptions. Dulcissima, which is an 

epithet used of small children and which is found in male commemorations of 

amicae, is absent. Pientissima, with connotations of the reciprocal duty found 

between parents and children, makes an appearance but was absent from the 

male-female dedications. Epithets with connotations of friendship, such as optima 

and carissima, remain constant between male-female and female-female 

dedications. With a similar epithet usage, if Rawson is correct in her interpretation 

of amicae as transitory sexual partners, then the female-female dedications should 

also be considered as potentially transitory sexual relationships between same-sex 

female partners. If that interpretation is rejected, then these are more likely, 

regardless of the gender of the dedicator, to have been platonic friendships or 

related to informal burial agreements. Perhaps the group commemorations can 

shed some light on these. 

   

 3. Amicae With Multiple Dedicators 

The first example of an amica commemorated by multiple dedicators is AE 

2001.00579:  

                                       
1261  CIL 6.13419. My translation. 
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Dis Manibus Iuliae Soteridi vixit annos XXXV Flavia Tyndaris et Trebonia 
Eutychia amicae carissimae et Claudius Dius contubernalis fecerunt. 

  
To the spirits of the departed Julia Soteris who lived 35 years. Flavia 
Tyndaris and Trebonia Eutychia made this to their very dear amica and 
Claudius Dius made this to his contubernalis.1262 
 

Here we have a female being commemorated by two women as an amica and by a 

man as a contubernalis. In this case, the underlying relationships are complex. 

Julia was the friend of two women and the contubernalis of a single man, likely her 

husband, but the three cooperated to bury her. The females are simply friends of 

the deceased and nothing sexual is obvious in their relationship. The second 

example comes from a household tomb: 

Dis Manibus Maeliae Liberali Tiberius Claudius Menodorus et Clodia 
Primigenia fecerunt amicae carissimae et bene merenti mihique posterisque 
meis in fronte pedes XVI in agro pedes XVIIII 
 
To the spirits of the departed Maelia Liberalis. Tiberius Claudius Menodorus 
and Clodia Primigenia made this for our very dear and well-deserving amica 
and for ourselves and our descendants. The tomb is 16 feet in front and 19 
feet on the side.1263 
 

In this example, we have a man and a woman as co-dedicators of a deceased female 

who is known only as an amica to both of the dedicators.1264 Does the use of this 

term indicate both that she was the transitory sexual partner of the man and the 

platonic friend of the female dedicator? Should we assume that they were living in a 

bisexual ménage à trois? Rather we should interpret this to mean that they were all 

friends, perhaps co-workers, and set up a tomb for themselves after one had died. 

This is identical to the situation in the third example where there were two 

dedicators, a male and a female, commemorating an amica with no clear 

declaration of the relationships between the three: 

Diis Manibus Caius Poppaeus Valens et / Poppaea Ilias fecerunt sibi et 
Avianiae Charidi / amicae suae carissimae. 
 

                                       
1262 AE 2001.00579. My translation. 
1263  CIL 6.7648. My translation. 
1264 Interestingly, though the verb is plural (fecerunt), indicating a co-commemoration, the 
pronouns (mihi, meis) are singlular. The reason for this is unclear (possibilities include, but 
are not limited to, sloppiness or stock phrasing mixed with co-commemoration). 
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To the Spirits of the Dead: Gaius Poppaeus Valens and Poppaea Ilias made 
this for themselves and for Aviania Charidis their very dear amica. 1265  

 
Perhaps these two shed light on the last example, CIL 6.1363, in which there were 

two unrelated females commemorating a third as an amica: 

Caeciliae Verissimae clarissimae memoriae sanctissimae feminae Atilia Rufina 
clarissima femina et Caesonia Victorina amicae incomparabili.  
 
For Caecilia Verissima, of most illustrious memory, a very revered woman. 
Atilia Rufina, a most illustrious woman, and Caesonia Victorina [dedicate 
this] for an incomparable amica.1266  

 

In all of these examples where the dedicators all referred to the deceased as their 

amica, it seems likely that friendship was the basis of the relationship. The 

exception is where a marital term is also used. Perhaps, if amica meant friend in 

many of these cases of plural dedicators, this interpretation should be extended to 

those involving sole male dedicators as well. 

 

2. Conclusion on Amicae in the Epitaphs 

As a group, amicae do not behave clearly or unambiguously as either marital 

partners or sexual partners. When amicae are separated into groups based on the 

gender of their dedicators, there were more similarities than differences between 

those commemorated by women, those commemorated by men, and those 

commemorated by mixed groups. The overwhelming majority seem to have been 

commemorated simply as friends with no clear overtones of sexual or intimate 

relationships, though two of the more demonstrative male dedications to amicae 

may well be intimate (or even marital) in nature. It seems clear, in the epitaphs, 

that amica could simply mean “friend” regardless of the gender of the dedicator. 

Perhaps translating amica as “girlfriend” is doing a disservice to this. Latin 

literature may help to further elucidate the subtle meanings of this term. It is 

necessary, now, to ask: how does the usage of amica in Latin literary texts compare 

to that found in the epitaphs? 

 

                                       
1265 CIL 6.39780 = AE 1993, 00237. My translation. 
1266 CIL 6.1363. My translation. This inscription is from the Magistratus Ordinis Senatorii 
section of CIL and is aristocratic. 
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II. Amicae in Latin Literature 

Significantly, the usage and meaning of amica in Roman literature is actually 

quite different from that seen in the epitaphs. As mentioned in Chapter 1, an amica 

is defined in two ways. Lewis and Short state that it is rarely found to mean “a 

female friend” and is more usually used to mean a mistress, courtesan, or 

concubine.1267 OLD lists “female friend” first, without qualifications, and “mistress, 

sweetheart, courtesan” as the secondary meaning (though with more passages as 

evidence).1268 It is often translated as “girlfriend” or “mistress” and sometimes as 

“friend,”1269 even in contexts where the amica is that of a man. Alan Watson says of 

the concubina, as opposed to the amica, “apparently, she is free”1270 and Rawson 

has noted that when a man calls a woman an amica the relationship is likely 

sexual.1271 Adams sees, in general, an emotional attachment in the use of the term 

amica but concedes that it could, in some passages, mean, “prostitute.”1272 He also 

notes that a euphemism for masturbation was manus amica.1273 As we have just 

seen, the epitaphs give no clear evidence on this point. Amica, when used in the 

epitaphs, rarely seems to have denoted a sexual partner, much less a prostitute. 

Latin literature gives a different picture and one that is quite varied depending on 

the author. 

 First, amica was used more frequently in Latin literature than concubina.1274 

                                       
1267 Lewis and Short, 106. 
1268 OLD, 117. 
1269 David Mulroy translates it as “friend” in Catull. 43.5 and as “girl” in Catull. 110.1; 
Vincent Katz, in his 2004 translation of Propertius, translates it as “girlfriend (1.6.10, 
2.6.12, 2.16.21), as “friend” (2.7.1a-1b=2.6.41-2, 2.16.26), and as “woman” at 2.30b.23. See 
Sextus Propertius, The Complete Elegies of Sextus Propertius, trans. Vincent Katz (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2004); Alan Watson has it as “mistress” in the Digest of Justinian 
34.2.35 as does Shackleton Bailey in his translation of Martial’s epigrams (2.34) though not 
always. Martial, Epigrams, 3 vols, ed. and trans. D.R. Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1993). 
1270 A. Watson, The Law of Persons in the Later Roman Republic (Oxford: 1967) 9. 
1271 Rawson, “Roman Concubinage,” 287. 
1272 Adams, “Prostitute,” 348-350. 
1273 Adams, The Latin Sexual Vocabulary, 209. Adams does not discuss a chronological 
comparison in the usage of this term.  
1274 As with my other terms, not all of the instances of a stem-search refer to the noun. 
Amica can also be used as an adjective to mean “friendly” or “dear” or “devoted” or “loving.” 
These usages have, of course, been eliminated and examples are found in the notes. For 
example, the only two instances of amica in Livy are both to “friendly” people or places. Livy, 
28.22.10.1: ferrum ignemque in manibus esse; amicae ac fideles potius ea quae peritura forent 
absumerent manus quam insultarent superbo ludibrio hostes. his adhorta-  (…let friendly and 
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Only the most representative authors of Latin literature or those that used the term 

more than five times in their works will be discussed here. These authors have been 

arranged in a roughly chronological fashion. What the Latin literary evidence shows 

is four meanings of amica: the first is that of “female friend of a woman;” the 

second, and relatively rare, is that of “same-sex lover;” and the third and fourth, 

and most common, are variations on “sexual partner” but with a change in tone. 

One indicates a sexual partner in a disrespectful way: this woman might have been 

an amica but that was nothing to be proud of. The last meaning is that of “whore” 

or “prostitute.” David Konstan has noted that it has pejorative connotations but still 

translates it as “girlfriend.”1275 Adams also translates amica as “girlfriend” but sees 

it as having, in some contexts, the meaning of prostitute. Usually, he sees it as 

equivalent to the English word “mistress.”1276 The definition and translation of 

amica to mean “mistress” or “girlfriend” may not be nuanced enough. In many 

cases, the author seems to envision an amica as a base woman, a sexual object, a 

woman who might take money for sex and she was far lower, in terms of respect 

and morals, than a concubina or a girlfriend or a mistress, elegiac or otherwise, or a 

lover. A comparison to the use of amica in the epitaphs will refine this new 

understanding of amicae. 

!

1. Legal Sources on Amicae 

Although the Digest does not contain many references to amicae, it is here 

that several of the various meanings of amica are found. In the Digest, amica can 

mean both mistress, though it seems ambiguous, and friend in a general platonic 

sense. First, in Digest 34.2.35.pr.1, amica is likely used to mean mistress: 

Paulus libro quarto decimo responsorum. ‘Titiae amicae meae, cum qua sine 
mendacio uixi, auri pondo quinque dari uolo’  
 
Paul, Replies, book 14: “I intend five pounds of gold to be given to my 
mistress Titia with whom I have lived without hypocrisy.1277  
 

                                       
loyal hands destroy all that was meant to be destroyed…); 32.40.9.2: ciuitatem sociam atque 
amicam (…an allied and friendly city…). 
1275 David Konstan, Friendship in the Classical World (Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
146. 
1276 J. N. Adams, “Words for Prostitute in Latin,” Rheinisches Museum für Philologie 126 
(1983): 348-350. 
1277 Dig. 34.2.35.pr.1. Watson’s translation. 
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The context here is unclear. Did the man live with Titia as his mistress, as Watson 

translates amica, without hypocrisy meaning that they were openly living together 

and did not try to pass it off as marriage or concubinage? If so, would they not be 

liable to charges of stuprum? If they were not concerned with being charged with 

stuprum, it must imply that this woman was below the status levels affected by 

stuprum.1278 She was of such low status that the two could live openly as lovers 

without fear of legal consequences. But, he has also placed her, very specifically, in 

the category of “not a wife” by calling her an amica specifically since living with a 

freewoman was taken to indicate marriage.1279 Thus, Titia must have been of such 

low status that she would be seen neither as a wife nor as a candidate for stuprum. 

This is the meaning taken here and, in this case, it appears not to be a terribly 

honourable situation for Titia. She was a kept-woman and below the status levels 

that would interest the law.  

However, the phrase “sine mendacio” provides a wrinkle to this as it is 

reminiscent, perhaps, of the marital phrase “sine ulla querella.” This man and his 

amica lived together without hypocrisy. Alternate meanings of mendacium include a 

“false statement” or a “false impression or appearance.”1280 This is a difficult phrase 

to understand as it is used only twice in Latin literature and in the second instance 

it appears to imply a lack of misrepresentation without a marital connotation.1281 

What does this phrase mean? Does the use of this phrase imply that he treated her 

as a wife? Alternatively, does it mean that they lived openly as lovers and did not 

                                       
1278 Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 124 and Dig. 25.7.3 This passage of the Digest 
discusses freedwomen and freeborn women of low-birth being kept as concubines and not 
being subject to stuprum. Though not exactly analogous, this is evidence that freeborn 
women of extremely low birth were not subject to the same sexual laws as higher-class 
freeborn women. 
1279 Dig. 23.2.24: Modestinus libro primo regularum. In liberae mulieris consuetudine non 
concubinitas, sed nuptiae intellegendae sunt, si non corpore quaestum fecerit  = “Modestinus, 
Rules, book 1: Living with a freewoman implies marriage, not concubinage, as long as she 
does not make money out of prostitution.”  Watson’s translation. 
1280 OLD. 
1281 Here and at Vell. Pat. 2.116.5.3: Horum uirorum mentioni si quis quaesisse me dicet 
locum, fatentem arguet; neque enim iustus sine mendacio candor apud bonos crimini est. “If 
anyone shall say that I have gone out of my way to mention these men, his criticism will 
meet no denial. In the sight of honest men fair-minded candour without misrepresentation 
is no crime.” Translation by Frederick W. Shipley, Compendium of Roman history; Res gestae 
divi Augusti (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1924). 
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pretend to be married? Perhaps a comparison to the marital epithets involving sine 

would be helpful here.  

The marital use of “sine” with various terms has a slightly different meaning. 

It implies, in the epitaphs, a quality more in the nature of harmony and concord 

rather than lack of deceit. As Lillian B. Lawler has noted, it and its variants are 

“formulas denoting happiness during married life” and show the ideal of “conjugal 

bliss.”1282 Maureen Flory has also observed the connection between the ideal of 

concordia, which itself indicates a desire for a happy married life, and phrases on 

tombstones starting with sine.1283 There are, in the current sample, twenty-five 

examples of married women commemorated as sine querella or sine ulla querella. Of 

these, sixteen are coniuges, seven are uxores, and two are women commemorated 

by mariti (they likely ought to be, therefore, termed maritae).1284 Sine ulla querella 

meant that they lived together without any complaint. Jo-Ann Shelton has 

described it and its cognates (sine iurgio or sine offensa) as indicating that the wife 

“did not grate” on the husband or “get on his nerves.”1285 Thus, their marriage was 

harmonious. This is similar to the meaning found for other sine combinations. 

There are thirteen other instances of sine in ten variations (eleven variations when 

added to querella). Sine contumelia implies lack of outrage, dishonour, or insult.1286 

Along with the others, examples such as sine offensa,1287 sine lite,1288 sine 

discordia,1289 sine iniuria,1290 sine verbo scabro,1291 all imply a harmonious co-

                                       
1282 Lillian B. Lawler, “Married Life in "C. I. L." IX,” The Classical Journal 24 (1929): 346-353 
(351-352). 
1283 Marleen Boudreau Flory, “Sic Exempla Parantur: Livia's Shrine to Concordia and the 
Porticus Liviae,” Historia 33 (1984): 309-330 (316-317 for the relation between phrases such 
as sine offense, sine discordia, and sine ulla querella with the ideal of concordia and a happy 
marriage). 
1284 CIL 6.2651 = ILCV 00461 = ICUR-08, 23537; CIL 6.6984; CIL 6.7579 (p 3852) = CLE 
02170 = D 08190; CIL 6.7581 (p 3852) = D 07804; CIL 6.8546 (p 3890) = D 01763; CIL 
6.12435; CIL 6.13299; CIL 6.14289; CIL 6.14622 (p 3516, 3913); CIL 6.14771; CIL 6.14930 
(p 3516) = AE 1997, 00160; CIL 6.15488; CIL 6.15581; CIL 6.15606 = AE 1997, 00160; CIL 
6.16121; CIL 6.16753; CIL 6.18406; CIL 6.18449; CIL 6.25512 (p 3532) = CIL 11, *00098d; 
CIL 6.26640 = CIL 10, *00771,2 = Anagni 00034; CIL 6.27853; CIL 6.28785; CIL 6.35987 (p 
3920) = CEACelio 00396 = D 08392; CIL 6.37242. 
1285 Jo-Ann Shelton, “Pliny the Younger, and the Ideal Wife,” 175 and 180. 
1286 CIL 6.15488. 
1287 AE 1911, 00192; CIL 6.37317; CIL 6.7340 (sine offensa meaning “without any injury or 
wrong or offense against another person”). 
1288 CIL 6.18319 (sine lite meaning “without disagreement” from lis, litis f. meaning dispute, 
quarrel, or disagreement, with a legal origin). 
1289 CIL 6.9072 (p 3464) (sine discordia meaning “without discord”). 
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existence but do not have the same tone as sine mendacio of living without 

hypocrisy or deceit. Also, the only example in the Digest of sine querella also implies 

a harmonious marriage. 

Ea, quae a marito suo pecuniam ex causa donationis acceperat, litteras ad eum 
misit huiusmodi: ‘cum petenti mihi a te, domine carissime, adnuerit indulgentia 
tua uiginti ad expediendas quasdam res meas, quae summa mihi numerata est 
sub ea condicione, ut, si per me meosque mores quid steterit, quo minus in 
diem uitae nostrae matrimonium permaneat, siue inuito te discessero de domo 
tua uel repudium tibi sine ulla querella misero diuortiumque factum per me 
probabitur, tunc uiginti, quae mihi hac die donationis causa dare uoluisti, 
daturam restituturam me sine ulla dilatione: spondeo’.  
 
A woman received money from her husband as a gift and wrote to him in the 
following terms: “Dearest Lord, when at my request you indulgently granted 
me twenty gold pieces to carry out some business of mine, and this sum was 
paid out on condition that if I, or my conduct, am the cause of the 
dissolution of our marriage during our lifetime, or if I leave your home 
without your consent or repudiate you without any cause for complaint, or 
it is proved that a divorce took place because of me, then I solemnly promise 
that I will repay and return to you without delay the twenty gold pieces 
which today you consented to give me as a gift.1292 

 

Thus, sine ulla querella here implies that a marriage was without complaints.1293 In 

these examples, an amica who lived with her “man” sine mendacio does not appear 

to have been comparable to a wife. Rather, we should take this passage as 

illustrating that this was an amica with whom the man lived openly and “without 

the false appearance of her being a wife.” The meaning here is sexual, but not 

marital. 

In the Digest as well, the term amica simply means a female friend.  

                                       
1290 CIL 6.8431 (p 3457); CIL 6.26281 (sine iniuria meaning “without harshness”). 
1291 CIL 6.15696 (sine verbo scabro meaning “without a rough word”). 
1292 Dig. 24.1.57. Watson’s translation. My emphasis. 
1293 In the epitaphs, when sine is used in combination with various terms (e.g. offensa or 
querella), there appears to be no indication of the testamentary meaning. In Roman law, a 
disinherited child could ask the centumviri to break the will and allow them to inherit under 
the rules of intestate succession. The complaint was against an undutiful will (querela 
inofficiosi testamenti). As Cantarella has noted, that such an action existed indicates that 
father’s did disinherit their sons. Mothers also disinherited sons as Pliny explained in Ep. 
5.1. This does not seem to be the meaning used in the epitaphs, though, where the meaning 
was more “we lived in harmony in that we did not fight or nag.” For the use of querela in a 
legal and testamentary sense, see Eva Cantarella, “Fathers and Sons in Rome,” The Classical 
World 96 (2003): 281-298. Gardner, Women in Roman Law, 183ff. Gardner points out, as 
Pliny notes, that wills of both men and women could be challenged. 
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Mulier decedens ornamenta legauerat ita: ‘Seiae amicae meae ornamenta 
uniuersa dari uolo’.  
 
A woman on her death had left her jewelry in the following terms: ‘I desire 
that my entire collection of jewelry be given to my friend Seia’.1294  

 

In this case, a woman has left her jewellery to her amica. This is clearly a 

relationship of friendship and is exactly analogous to an amicus-amicus 

relationship. But, in Dig. 50.16, a wrinkle arises. Here, amica is defined: 

Paulus libro decimo ad legem Iuliam et Papiam. Libro memorialium Massurius 
scribit ‘pellicem’ apud antiquos eam habitam, quae, cum uxor non esset, cum 
aliquo tamen uiuebat: quam nunc uero nomine amicam, paulo honestiore 
concubinam appellari. Granius Flaccus in libro de iure Papiriano scribit 
pellicem nunc uolgo uocari, quae cum eo, cui uxor sit, corpus misceat: quosdam 

eam, quae uxoris loco sine nuptiis in domo sit, quam !"##"$% Graeci uocant. 
 
Paul, lex Julia et Papia, book 10: Massurius writes in his book of memoirs 
that among earlier generations a “pellex” was regarded as someone who lived 
with someone even if she was not his wife; whom now one calls by the true 
name of friend (amica) or the slightly more honorable one of concubine 
(concubina). Granius Flaccus writes in his book about the jus Papirianum 
that a pellex is now the usual name for someone who sleeps with someone 
who has a wife, but once upon a time someone who was in a household in 
place of a wife, but without being married, whom the Greeks call pallake.1295 
 

Thus, to summarise the view found in the Digest, an amica was slightly less 

honourable than a concubina and both were better than a pellex though they were, 

at one time, basically the same.1296 It is unclear, however, to which time period the 

first “nunc” applies. Did amica mean someone who lived with a man but was not a 

wife in the time of Paul, the early third century C.E., or in the time of Massurius, in 

                                       
1294 Dig. 34.2.40.2.2. Watson’s translation. Metzger has no corrections listed for this 
passage.  
1295  Dig. 50.16.144.pr.3. Watson’s translation. 
1296 An in-depth examination of pellex (also spelled paelex) was outside the scope of this 
study as it is not a term of relationship that was used frequently in the epitaphs. A search of 
Clauss for the stem paelic* found no inscriptions with this term. Outside of the inscriptions, 
this is a term that could be usefully compared to both concubina and amica. For more on the 
use of paelex, see Adams, “Latin Words for ‘Prostitute’,” 355. Adams notes that the original 
use of paelex was always in reference to the wife of the man: she was the wife’s rival. In later 
Latin, paelex/pellex simply came to mean “a woman (or even male) who had intercourse with 
a married man” although he observes that it may have eventually become no different from 
meretrix. 
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the early first century C.E.1297 or in the late Republic when Granius Flaccus 

dedicated his work to Julius Caesar.1298 This seems to be in reference to Paul’s time 

and, therefore, may not be correct for all time periods. If, in the third century C.E., 

an amica lived with a man but was not his wife, this implies a similarity to 

concubinage. Earlier, it appears to have been a shorter-term sexual liaison. Adams 

certainly argues for this interpretation when he states that “the deterioration of 

amica is well illustrated” by this passage and that “concubina had become more 

euphemistic than amica, whereas in Plautus the relative status of the two words 

had been the reverse.”1299 Perhaps Latin literature can help with this confusion. We 

will see, when we look at the non-legal literary works that a chronological shift is 

apparent. This shift is reflected in this passage of the Digest which plainly states 

that the meaning of amica had already changed over time. It would appear, though, 

that in the first example, the amica was either a less-honoured concubine-style 

amica or a lover kept in flagrant disregard of the man’s wife. However, that still 

leaves the second example and here it seems to have been simply the correct term. 

As the other literary examples will show, this word had a dual meaning of lover and 

female(’s) friend. This is apparent on a small scale with these three legal examples 

and will be seen more in other sources. 

 

2. Late Republican and Augustan Authors on Amicae 

A. Catullus 

 The writings of Catullus and Cicero have the earliest references to amicae 

but they are very different from one another. In the poetry of Catullus, amica 

appears four times. In two instances, Catullus refers to “decoctoris amica 

                                       
1297 Nicholas, Roman Law, 30. The “great jurists” were all early third century with Papinian 
hearing cases in the imperial chancery from 203 to 212 before being executed by Caracalla, 
Ulpian being a Praetorian Prefect before being murdered (by his own troops) in 223, and 
Paul also being Praetorian Prefect under Alexander Severus (222-235). Massurius is 
Massurius Sabinus who was made an equestrian by Tiberius and who also became the head 
of the Sabinian law school in 22 C.E. He may have lived to work under Nero. "Sabinus." 
Brill's New Pauly. Antiquity volumes edited by: Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 
2010). Brill Online. University of Calgary. 16 March 2010. 
 http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_brill120030 
1298 “Granius I.3” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 
2009). Brill Online. University of Calgary. 22 March 2009. 
 http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_brill120030 
1299 Adams, “Latin Words for ‘Prostitute’,” 350. 
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Formiani.”1300 This amica of the Formian deadbeat is the ugly girlfriend of Mamurra, 

one of Caesar’s prefects (praefectus fabrum or prefect of engineers) and a common 

target for Catullus.1301 Skinner notes: “Nothing need prevent us from believing that 

‘Ameana’ is a faithful portrait of Mamurra’s real-life mistress—provided we allow 

that if such a mistress had not existed, Catullus would certainly have had to invent 

her” as writers sometimes created “suitably grotesque consorts” for the butts of 

their jokes.1302 Helena Dettmer has pointed out that attempts to find a historic 

occurrence of the name Amiana or Ameana have failed. She argues that the name is 

derived from AM- “the root for love” and the adjectival suffix “–iana.” She 

convincingly argues that: “The interpretation of Amiana as a neologism is attractive 

because it eliminates the prosopographical difficulty of the name’s being unattested 

in antiquity.”1303 There are other difficulties with Ameana and her position in 

society. What, then, did Catullus say about Ameana the amica and how does this 

help determine her role when he called her an amica? 

 

Catullus, 41: 
Ameana puella defututa/ 
tota milia me decem poposcit, / 
ista turpiculo puella naso, / 
decoctoris amica Formiani. / 
propinqui, quibus est puella curae, / 
amicos medicosque conuocate: / 
non est sana puella, nec rogare / 
qualis sit solet aes imaginosum. 
 
Ameana, that fucked-out little scrubber, 
/ just had the nerve to ask me for ten 
thousand. (She’s the one with the rather 

Catullus, 43: 
Salve, nec minimo puella naso / 
nec bello pede nec nigris ocellis / 
nec longis digitis nec ore sicco / 
nec sane nimis elegante lingua, / 
decoctoris amica Formiani. / 
ten prouincia narrat esse bellem? / 
tecum Lesbia nostra comparatur? / 
o saeclum insapiens et infacetum! 
 
Hi there, girl with a nose by no means 
tiny, / non-dark eyes and two most 
undainty ankles, / not-long fingers and 

                                       
1300 Catull. 41.4.  
1301 See Catull. 29, where he calls Mamurra a “mentula” or “prick” (Green, 75) and 57, where 
he accuses Mamurra and Caesar of intercourse with one another (Pulcre conuenit improbis 
cinaedis, / Mamurrae pathicoque Caesarique = “They’re well matched, that pair of shameless 
buggers, / Bitch-queens both of them, Caesar and Mamurra.” Green’s translation, 105. For 
the identification of this as Ameana, Mamurra’s lover, see G. Edward Gaffney, “Severitati 
Respondere: Character Drawing in ‘Pro Caelio’ and Catullus’ Carmina,” The Classical Journal 
90 (1995): 423-431. 427, n. 7. Also see Marilyn B. Skinner, “Ameana, Puella Defututa,” The 
Classical Journal 74.2 (Dec., 1978 - Jan., 1979): 110-114. 
1302 Skinner, “Ameana,” 111. 
1303 Dettmer, Love by the Numbers, 77-78. 
1304 Catull. 41. The Poems of Catullus: A Bilingual Edition, trans. Peter Green (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005), 89. 
1305 Catull. 43. Green’s translation, 91. 
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icky nose, the / bankrupt from 
Formiae’s mistress.) Her relations,/ 
those responsible for the creature’s 
welfare, / really need now to call on 
friends—and doctors: / she’s clean out 
of her mind, that girl, and never / spot-
checks her true cash value in the 
mirror.1304 
 

undry lips, besides a / tongue that’s far 
from overly refined—you / bankrupt 
from Formiae’s mistress! Does the 
Province / spread the word that you’re 
attractive? Do men / pick on you to 
compare to my Lesbia with now? / Oh 
this tasteless age, ill bred and 
witless!1305 

 

 In 41, we learn that Ameana is a girl who has been sexually used up. She is 

ugly and crazy because she does not realise that she is ugly. She seeks a payment 

in bronze from Catullus but really needs a bronze mirror for a look at reality. In 43, 

we learn that Lesbia is beautiful through a comparison with the features of the ugly 

Ameana. She is called an amica in both poems.1306 What does this mean? 

 In this context, the idea of amica as a girlfriend or lover/mistress/female 

companion appears to make sense though there is a disparagement inherent in 

Catullus’ poems referring to her—is this due to her looks, which cannot compare to 

Lesbia’s, to the man with whom she is associated, or to the fact that she is “just” an 

amica? Skinner points out that: “Catullus has combined several familiar motifs of 

comedy, satire and epigram into a definitive sketch of a sexually repulsive 

prostitute. Ameana’s complete lack of erotic appeal makes her the perfect 

complement to Mamurra-Mentula, the stereotype of the incessant fornicator.”1307 As 

Dettmer observes:  

Cc. 41 and 43 thus deal with a figure familiar from comedy and satire, the 
repulsive prostitute who is sexually unworthy. Although the two poems of 

                                       
1306 Few commentaries have a specific interest in the use of amica in poems 41 and 43. 
Arkins, Sexuality in Catullus, 16-17 and 56-57. Arkins states that Ameana is the deluded 
and promiscuous mistress of Mamurra but has no comment on the specific use of amica. 
Fordyce, Catullus, 195. See 41 “which is addressed to the same puella” 195-196: nothing on 
use of amica. Ellis, 145 and 151-152, on poems 41 and 43: nothing on use of amica. 
Forsyth, The Poems of Catullus, 250, has no comment other than to call Ameana the “lover” 
of Mamurra. Swanson, Odi et Amo: no comments. Rowland and Michie: no comments. 
Merrill, 72 and 75, has nothing on use of amica in poems 41 and 43. Thomson, Catullus, 
310-311 and 313. Thomson writes that Ameana was “a woman of easy morals and the 
mistress of Mamurra” but he has no comment on Catullus’ use of amica other than for the 
connection to Formiae and meaning of that and decoctoris. Fordyce, Catullus, 191-192. On 
poems 41 and 43, Fordyce writes that they “presumably belong to Catullus’ life in Verona 
(43.6); in both the puella seems to be serving as material for an indirect attack on one of his 
aversions, Mamurra” but there is no comment on the specific meaning of amica in this 
context. 
1307 Skinner, “Ameana,” 112. 
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eight lines each hold in common Catullus’ rejection of Amiana, they differ in 
their emphasis and complexity. While c. 41 deftly combines the themes of 
greed, unattractiveness, and mental health, c. 43 focuses on the single 
subject of Amiana as a paragon of feminine imperfection.1308  

 
The view resulting is that Ameana is not a proper girlfriend as Lesbia was to 

Catullus, but was more like a prostitute; there was a negative connotation in the 

application of amica. 

Stereotype or not, Ameana is called an amica and this seems to have 

connotations of prostitution or, at the very least, a level of disrespect that might not 

be applied to other terms. As we will see below, Catullus only compares Lesbia to 

an amica once when she has proved herself unfaithful. Added to this is that in 

Poem 41, Ameana is called “puella defututa” (she is a fucked-out girl) which Skinner 

has judged as showing sexual promiscuity. It may also imply that her sexual 

exploits have depleted her charms thus adding to the inappropriateness of a 

comparison to Lesbia’s beauty. In the same poem, she charges 10,000 sesterces for 

her services.1309 Ameana is a whore and she charges more than she is worth. 

Skinner ends by noting the juxtaposition of puella and amica:  

For him, the ideal puella is always physically attractive; in addition, though, 
she must also display wit, grace and sophistication, precisely those qualities 
which distinguish the civilized human being, the urbanus homo, from the 
rusticus et inurbanus. On the other hand, he uses the word amica for women 
whom he regards primarily as sexual objects available for cash1310  

 

Amicae were, for Catullus, tantamount to prostitutes. As Forsyth has pointed out: 

“The repetition of the word puella in the poem (lines 1, 3, 5, and 7) is noteworthy, 

and may be intended to contrast her image of herself as a high-class lady with the 

fact that all she really is, is a common amica (line 4).”1311 And a common amica 

seems to have been, for Catullus, tantamount to a prostitute.1312 Through a 

                                       
1308 Dettmer, Love by the Numbers, 77-78. 
1309 Skinner, “Ameana,” 111-112. 
1310 Skinner, “Ameana,” 113. 
1311 Forsyth, The Poems of Catullus, 244. 
1312 Whether Ameana was an official prostitute or not is debatable but it seems clear that 
she was selling herself so whether she was a high-class mistress for hire or a low-class call-
girl seems irrelevant to the argument. By calling her an amica, Catullus was debasing her 
relationship with Mamurra. Green wonders: “Was Ameana a call-girl or, like Sallust’s 
Sempronia (Cat. 24-25), one of those extravagant upper-class ladies ‘prostituting themselves 
to meet their enormous expenses’? Quinn (1972, 235-36) opts for the second option, and I 
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comparison to other authors, it will be clear that this was not a meaning of amica 

that was exclusive to Catullus. Catullus was unique, however, in consistently using 

amica in its most sexual and negative connotation whereas other authors, as we 

will see below, used amica in more than one sense depending on the context.  

 In addition to the use of amica for Ameana, Catullus also uses it for other 

women and, again, the implication is one of prostitution or low-class sex. In 72.3, 

Catullus tells Lesbia that he had not loved her as the vulgus loves an amica but 

with a pure love, until she proved to him that she was fickle and cheap. Arkins 

argues that Lesbia’s behaviour stripped Catullus of his good feeling for Lesbia but 

not of sexual desire for her. Thus, he wants but he does not love—the amicitia that 

was present before is gone and all that is left is sex.1313 Now she is like an amica 

and, for Catullus, they are used for sex.  

Dicebas quondam solum te nosse Catullum,/  
Lesbia, nec prae me uelle tenere Iouem./  
dilexi tum te non tantum ut uulgus amicam,/  
sed pater ut gnatos diligit et generos./  
nunc te cognoui: quare etsi impensius uror,/  
multo mi tamen es uilior et leuior./  
qui potis est, inquis? quod amantem iniuria talis/  
cogit amare magis, sed bene uelle minus.1314  
 
Once you used to say that you knew Catullus alone, 
 Lesbia, and wouldn't want to hold Jove more than me. 
I loved you then not just as the crowd love their girlfriend, but 
 as a father loves his sons and his sons-in-law. 
Now, I know you; so even if I burn more fiercely, 
 yet you are much cheaper and shallower to me. 
How can this be, you say? Because such injury forces 
  a lover to love more, but to wish well less.1315 

 

 The common man desires an amica but does not have the emotional 

                                       
would agree. Catullus affects to regard her asking price as evidence of insane self-delusion.” 
(Green, The Poems of Catullus, 225.) In either case, she is selling herself and this makes her 
an amica. Contra Quinn, Catullus, 235. Quinn sees Ameana as a Lesbia-style puella rather 
than as a scortum. Godwin makes no specific comments but seems to place Ameana in the 
category of prostitute as he argues she is charging for favours since she asks for aes (money) 
and really needs to ask for aes (bronze mirror) in order to see how ugly she is and that she is 
trying to charge too much. See Godwin, Reading Catullus, 99-100, 113. 
1313 Arkins, Sexuality in Catullus, 94-95. 
1314 Catull. 72. 
1315 Catull. 72. Hejduk's translation, 146. See Julia Dyson Hejduk, Clodia: A Sourcebook 
(Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008). 
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attachment to her that Catullus had for Lesbia (before she proved she was just like 

an amica). Harmon argues that an amica is a lowborn girl: “The poet expresses his 

conviction that the type of love he once felt for Lesbia was superior to the commonly 

accepted temporary affair with a low-born girl.”1316 Forsyth argues that vulgus 

amicam implies “the mainly physical love of the common man for his mistress.”1317 

Arkins makes the point that amicae were sexual objects very clear: “His love is not 

simply the sort of transient, essentially physical liaison that would exist between 

the man-in-the-street and a woman like Ameana, the amica of Mamurra (Poems 41 

and 43), but is properly to be compared to the affection found in the family...”1318 

Thus, an important relationship, such as that of Catullus and Lesbia, was typified 

by a pure love like that of family members. A physical relationship with an amica 

(=prostitute?) called for a different emotion. Lesbia’s unfaithfulness has decreased 

her status to that of a common amica. 

 The difference was highlighted again by the verb choice. Catullus used the 

verb diligere (to love, hold dear, have special esteem for) to describe the love that 

the vulgus has for an amica but also to describe the love that Catullus had felt for 

Lesbia before learning of her falseness. Thomson notes that: “the choice of word 

indicating (as is evident from what follows) a supra-sensual kind of affection is 

deliberate: see line 4. At 6.5, the word has an earthier connotation, being applied to 

a scortum.”1319 Merrill argues that dilexi was chosen to show “pure sentiment as 

distinguished from physical passion, though diligere sometimes has the same 

meaning as amare.”1320 Merrill does not comment on the application of the same 

verb to amica. There is a dichotomy in the kind of love applied to one’s amica as 

                                       
1316 Harmon, “Catullus 72.3-4,” 321. Harmon also notes that: “The likeness which the poet 
draws between two types of love usually considered very different, a man's love for his amica 
and a father's for his sons, is to say the least curious.” See Quinn, The Catullan Revolution, 
73, for the argument about sexual love “regarded as a regrettable but harmless aberration of 
youth.” 
1317 Forsyth, The Poems of Catullus, 494. Comments on the specific use of amica and its 
meaning are lacking: Fordyce, Catullus, 362. “Catullus tries to convey the quality of his 
feeling for Lesbia by a comparison unique in ancient literature: his love for her was like a 
father’s affection for his children. That pure affection her unfaithfulness has destroyed.” No 
comment on 72.3 or use of amica. Ellis, 438, has nothing on use of amica. Godwin, Reading 
Catullus, has no comments on this poem. Swanson, Odi et Amo, has no comments. Rowland 
and Michie, has no comments. 
1318 Arkins, Sexuality in Catullus, 65. 
1319 Thomson, Catullus, 495. 
1320 Merrill, 194. 
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opposed to one’s children. It would appear that the “earthier connotation, being 

applied to a scortum”1321 might also be applied to an amica in a deliberate attempt 

to highlight the difference between a pure love and the love of an amica. This has 

implications for how Catullus saw amicae.  

 In this context, the word amica seems much less respectful than girlfriend or 

mistress and seems tantamount to “prostitute.” This seems true of the next poem 

as well. In Line 1 of 110, Catullus writes about “good amicae:”  

Aufillena, bonae semper laudantur amicae: 
accipiunt pretium, quae facere instituunt. 
tu, quod promisti, mihi quod mentita inimica es, 
quod nec das et fers saepe, facis facinus. 
aut facere ingenuae est, aut non promisse pudicae, 
Aufillena, fuit: sed data corripere 
fraudando officiis, plus quam meretricis auarae <est>, 
quae sese toto corpore prostituit.1322 

Aufillena, obliging girlfriends invariably get golden/ 
Opinions: their actions bring their own reward./ 
But you, who broke your promise to me, I count as / 
hostile: you grab without giving. That’s a crime. / 
Either you’re frank and do it, or, if you’re modest / 
Aufillena, you never promised. But to rake in / 
gifts, then not honour your bargain—that’s much worse than/ 
a greedy whore whose whole body is on the take.1323  

 
 Who was Aufillena? Who, and what, were the bonae amicae? How do they 

compare to each other and to the meretrix avara? First, there is disagreement over 

Aufillena and her role. Is she an amica who has taken money for sex and reneged? 

Has she merely taken gifts, thus implying a sexual promise, and then reneged? Are 

the two that different? Aufillena was not, according to Thomson, one of these 

amicae:  

What she has done is take C.’s presents and subsequently deny him a 
sexual relationship. Those who actually sell their services, whether ‘call-girls’ 
(lines 1-2) or common prostitutes (lines 7-8), are relatively honest; the real 
insult to A. consists not in classing her among such persons, but in 

                                       
1321 Thomson, Catullus, 495. 
1322 Catull. 110.  
1323 Catull. 110, Green’s translation, 207. Compare to Mulroy’s translation, 104, which gives 
a slightly different view of “honest girls” who get paid and do not renege. “Honest girls are 
always praised, Aufillena,  / and they get the prearranged fee./ But you I despise because 
you broke your promise / and because of your criminal greed./ Honor delivers, chastity 
simply refuses, / but stealing gifts by fraud, / Aufillena, outdoes the eager whore who sells / 
herself for any purpose.” 
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comparing her unfavourably with them in the matter of honest behaviour, 
where she is worse than they are although she claims to be ingenua, which 
ought to imply its own code.1324  

 

Forsyth appears to disagree, writing that this poem is:  

On Aufillena, who takes the money and runs. Aufillena had appeared briefly 
in poem 100, but here Catullus develops an unflattering portrait of her as a 
deceitful whore. It is possible that the poet is making a cruel pun on the 
lady’s name: Aufil – lena, the procuress, the seductress, a woman akin to the 
Silo of poem 103.1325 

 

Perhaps Aufillena is in the middle. As Dettmer has pointed out: “The point of the 

comparisons to bonae amicae and a meretrix avara, of course, is to suggest that, if 

Aufillena is not already an amica, she is on the point of becoming a 

demimondaine.”1326 According to Dettmer, in the next poem, she turns out to be a 

matrona but a bad one because she is not univira. She cannot be a good amica 

because she does not keep promises and she is sexually promiscuous so cannot be 

a good matrona either.1327 She fails on every level. Arkins sees Aufillena as one of 

Catullus’ amicae, but not as an honourable one: 

  
Instead of being praised like trustworthy amicae who provide sexual 
intercourse when they have accepted a fee for doing so, Aufillena must be 
condemned as an unreliable criminal who took Catullus’ money and then 
refused him the sex she had promised. The mark of an honourable woman 
would be to keep to the bargain and that of a chaste woman not to have 
made it, but Aufillena does not come under either of these categories: since 
she snaps up what is on offer and then cheats her clients of the sex they 

                                       
1324 Thomson, Catullus, 547.  
1325 Forsyth, The Poems of Catullus, 557. For the alternate view, that Aufillena has not taken 
money, but rather presents, from Catullus (and for background on the arguments) see 
Green, The Poems of Catullus, 268: “There is a thematic connection between this poem and 
103: Aufillena, too, has reneged on a sexual contract. She has not taken money (Thomson 
1997, 547 is right here, against Fordyce 1961, 398 and Godwin 1999, 218), which would 
class her among the “honest whores” with whom Catullus compares her unfavorably. 
However, she has taken presents, and in Catullus’ book this presumes the acknowledgement 
and acceptance of a relationship. Either say No, like a modest lady, he adjures her, or keep 
your side of the bargain: otherwise your conduct is worse than that of a common prostitute 
(meretrix, 6-8).” Fordyce, Catullus, 398. “1 f. Bonae ... instituunt: ‘decent amicae’ (cf. Tib 
ii.4.45 ‘bona quae nec auara fuit’) ‘regularly get the credit they deserve: they take their fee 
for what they set about performing’. Aufillena’s behaviour, on the other hand, would 
disgrace a professional meretrix.” Also, Fordyce, Catullus, 398. “Aufillena (see on 100) is 
accused of taking money for her favours and then breaking her bargain.” 
1326 Dettmer, Love by the Numbers, 213-214. 
1327 Dettmer, Love by the Numbers, 213-214. 
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expect in return, her behaviour is even more reprehensible than that which 
characterizes a greedy, professional meretrix who prostitutes herself with her 
whole body; for while such a woman will perform any sexual activity 
required by the man for money, Aufillena takes the money and refuses to 
provide sex at all.1328 

 
Whether Aufillena was an amica or not may be irrelevant. The truth is that Catullus 

was comparing her to amicae and this was unfavourable. Given Catullus’ past uses 

of amicae, Aufillena must be very bad indeed. This is because of the nature of bonae 

amicae.  

Catullus praises bonae amicae because they keep their promises, something 

Aufillena did not do. Bonae in this context likely means either “obliging” or 

“accommodating.”1329 But these amicae are women who accept money for 

services.1330 They are prostitutes, though perhaps of a higher class than meretrices. 

In this one poem, this seems taken almost for granted: amicae promise things (i.e. 

sex) for money. As Forsyth notes: “Structurally, the epigram falls into two equal 

halves: the first four lines compare Aufillena with prostitutes of decent character, 

who deliver on their promises; the final four lines then brand Aufillena as the 

lowest type of whore imaginable.”1331 Thus, amicae, in this poem, are clearly a type 

of prostitute. This cannot be good and it is only through the comparison with worse 

(Aufillena and a greedy meretrix) that the negative connotation of amica is mitigated. 

Thus, we have three examples of one type. The type could be termed “women in the 

sex trade” and, in order of good to bad, would be listed: amicae, meretrices, 

Aufillena. It is only because of the company they are in that amicae in this instance 

appear better. 

Aufillena is bad because she has promised and taken payment or gifts but 

not delivered—good prostitutes do what they are paid to do so Aufillena must be a 

                                       
1328 Arkins, Sexuality in Catullus, 10-11. 
1329 Merrill, 219, note to 110, has “obliging.” Lee, 143: translates as “kind women-friends.” 
Dettmer, Love by the Numbers, 213-214, has “obliging mistresses” and takes meretrix avara 
as “grasping whore.” Fordyce, Catullus, 398, has “decent.” Forsyth, The Poems of Catullus, 
558. On Line 1, Forsyth writes: “bonae: here in the sense of ‘obliging’ or ‘accommodating’.” In 
relation to the word amica, Forsyth writes: “amicae: ‘mistresses’; cf. meretricis in line 7," 
where she writes (on line 7, page 559): “meretricis: ‘whore;’ another genitive of characteristic 
with est." 
1330 Skinner, “Ameana,” 113 also notes these two poems, 110 and 72, in her discussion of 
amica in reference to Ameana. 
1331 Forsyth, The Poems of Catullus, 557. 
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bad/dishonourable prostitute. Whether Aufillena was an amica, a meretrix, or other, 

this poem sheds light on Catullus’ previous uses of amica. Amicae are women who 

sell themselves: they are prostitutes. This may explain why Catullus uses amica so 

rarely. It is an inappropriate term for his beloved—except when she has proven 

false. It is appropriate, however, for Aufillena, whom Catullus seems to despise as 

he accuses her of reneging and also, in the next poem (111), of sexual relations with 

her uncle.1332 And it is appropriate for the cheap and ugly lover (whore?) of an 

enemy, Ameana, who would dare compare herself to his beautiful puella, Lesbia. 

 If amica usually had the meaning of “girlfriend” or “mistress,” at this time, 

why did it appear in Catullus so rarely? There is no indication in the commentaries 

that he was using the term ironically.1333 He had deliberately chosen it because it 

meant something specific to him for the contexts in which he used it, primarily 

negative contexts. Catullus used it so rarely and so specifically because he knew 

that it had a negative and overly sexual meaning and that there were better and 

more respectful terms for poets to use for their beloveds such as domina. In a 

discussion of the use of amica by Cicero in the Pro Caelio to assassinate Clodia’s 

character, Gaffney calls the use of amica by Catullus “telling.”1334 The implication, 

in Catullus and Cicero (and Gaffney’s interpretation of them) is that an amica was 

not a respectable woman in the late Republic. This will also be seen in later poets 

such as Ovid and Propertius though their use is more varied than that of Catullus 

indicating that the strikingly negative connotation applied to the term in Catullus 

may have lessened with time. 

 

B. Cicero 

                                       
1332 Catull. 111: Aufillena, uiro contentam uiuere solo, / nuptarum laus ex laudibus eximiis: / 
sed cuius quamuis potius succumbere par est, / quam matrem fratres efficere ex patruo. = 
“That a woman, Aufillena, be content to live with / one man is high praise for brides; / yet 
rather than mothering cousins by Dad’s brother / to put out for anyone is fine, just fine.” 
Green’s translation, 207. Mulroy (101, n. to Poem 110): “nothing is known of Aufillenus or 
Aufillena except what can be inferred from this poem and Poems 110 and 111, which are 
denunciations of Aufillena’s character.” 
1333 See notes to commentaries above. No commentaries were found that mentioned this as 
an ironic usage and most commentaries did not comment on the meaning of amica 
specifically. 
1334 Gaffney, “Severitati Respondere: Character Drawing in ‘Pro Caelio’ and Catullus’ 
Carmina,” 427, n. 7: “On amica, cf. the telling use of the word in Cat. 72.4 non ut vulgus 
amicam, sc. diligit, presumably of Lesbia, and twice (41 and 43) of Ameana, the decoctoris 
amica Formiani.” 
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Cicero, an older contemporary of Catullus, also used amica only rarely. It 

appears eight times but these illuminate his thoughts on this word.1335 He used it 

once in the Philippics to refer to Volumnia Cytheris, the mistress of Marcus 

Antonius, and it is clear that he disapproved of this woman.1336 In a letter to Atticus 

(10.10.5), he used amica to refer to women who surround Volumnia Cytheris.1337 

Again, the tone is disapproving, though whether it is disapproving of the friends 

(male and female) that were traipsing about after Antony and Volumnia Cytheris or 

about Volumnia Cytheris herself or Antony’s behaviour or all three is unknowable 

(likely all three). He used it twice to refer to the amica of Alcibiades and Valerius 

Maximus will follow him in this.1338 According to Plutarch, the woman with 

Alcibiades was Timandra.1339 This woman is given other names in other sources 

but, regardless of her name, she appears to be, in Greek, called a hetaera, which 
                                       
1335 The stem, amica, appears nine times in Cicero, but one of these is the use of the 
adjective. I give the example here to illustrate instances that are not counted, both for Cicero 
and for other authors. Cic. Font. 44.6: Macedonia, fidelis et amica populo Romano provincia = 
"Macedonia is a province that is faithful and loving/friendly to the Roman people." 
1336 Cic. Phil. 2.58.7: Vehebatur in essedo tribunus plebis; lictores laureati antecedebant, inter 
quos aperta lectica mima portabatur, quam ex oppidis municipales homines honesti obviam 
necessario prodeuntes non noto illo et mimico nomine, sed Volumniam consalutabant. 
Sequebatur raeda cum lenonibus, comites nequissimi; reiecta mater amicam impuri fili 
tamquam nurum sequebatur. O miserae mulieris fecunditatem calamitosam! = “The tribune of 
the people was borne along in a chariot, lictors crowned with laurel preceded him; among 
whom, on an open litter, was carried an actress; whom honorable men, citizens of the 
different municipalities, coming out from their towns under compulsion to meet him, saluted 
not by the name by which she was well known on the stage, but by that of Volumnia. A car 
followed full of pimps; then a lot of debauched companions; and then his mother, utterly 
neglected, followed the mistress of her profligate son, as if she had been her daughter-in-
law. O the disastrous fecundity of that miserable woman!” Yonge’s translation. 
1337 Cic. Att. 10.10.5.3: hic tamen Cytherida secum lectica aperta portat, alteram uxorem. 
septem praeterea coniunctae lecticae amicarum; et sunt amicorum. “But this worthy here 
[Mark Antony] is carrying Cytheris around with him in an open litter, a second wife. Seven 
other litters are attached, containing mistresses; and there are some containing friends.”   
1338 Cic. Div. 2.143.9 and 11: aut quid naturae copulatum habuit Alcibiadis quod scribitur 
somnium? qui paulo ante interitum visus est in somnis amicae esse amictus amiculo. Is cum 
esset proiectus inhumatus ab omnibusque desertus iaceret, amica corpus eius texit suo pallio. 
Ergo hoc inerat in rebus futuris et causas naturalis habebat, an, et ut videretur et ut eveniret, 
casus effecit? “or what was the connexion between the laws of nature and the dream of 
Alcibiades in which according to history, shortly before his death, he seemed to be enveloped 
in the cloak of his mistress? Later, when his body had been cast out and was lying unburied 
and universally neglected, his mistress covered it with her mantle. Then do you say that this 
dream was united by some natural tie with the fate that befell Alcibiades, or did chance 
cause both the apparition and the subsequent event?” Falconer’s translation. See also, 
below, on Valerius Maximus, who gives the story in Mem. 1.7 (ext).9.3. Shackleton Bailey, 
introduction to Valerius Maximus, 4, points to Cicero as Valerius Maximus’ main source so 
this similarity in usage should not surprise us. 
1339 Plut. Alc. 39. 
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translates as “courtesan.”1340 This seems quite similar to the position of Volumnia 

Cytheris, which, as already stated, was not particularly respectable in the eyes of 

Cicero. 

Of special interest is the Pro Caelio, where Cicero used the term to refer once 

to Clodia as “everyone’s amica.”1341 This is disparaging in the utmost and puts 

Clodia, an aristocratic lady, on the same level as Volumnia Cytheris, a woman 

living under infamia. This was, as Gaffney has noted, character bashing—with a 

simple word (and the rest of the impressive imagery in the Pro Caelio) Cicero had 

succeeded in assassinating the character of Clodia; he had taken her from a 

materfamilias to a mere amica.1342 The use of amica is, therefore, clearly not in any 

way respectful in Cicero. It is a term that he applies to women of ill repute or 

women whom he wishes to insult. It is not a term for a respectful union. Adams is 

even more sure of the character assassination involved in calling Clodia an amica: 

“Cicero means that Clodia was no better than a common whore.”1343 Quintilian’s 

one reference to an amica is to quote this passage and refer to the word play as 

“trivial.”1344 This does nothing to mitigate Cicero’s insult in referring to Clodia as 

everyone’s amica.  

The usage in Cicero, however, seems slightly more ambiguous than in 

Catullus. Cicero used amica disparagingly but he may not have used it to mean 

whore, as Catullus seems to have (at least in reference to Aufillena). Both authors 

use it judgmentally but Catullus’ use in poetry seems slightly more inflammatory 

                                       
1340 Bernadotte Perrin, “The Death of Alcibiades,” Transactions and Proceedings of the 
American Philological Association 37 (1906): 33 and 36. 
1341 Cic. Cael. 32.15: nec enim muliebris  umquam inimicitias mihi gerendas putavi, praesertim 
cum  ea quam omnes semper amicam omnium potius quam  cuiusquam inimicam putaverunt. = 
“For I’ve never thought it seemly for me to engage in enmity with a woman, especially with 
one everyone has always considered to be the (girl)friend of all men rather than the enemy of 
any.” Hejduk’s translation, 83. 
1342 Gaffney, 427-428. 
1343 Adams, “Latin Words for ‘Prostitute’,” 349. 
1344 In his discussion of Figures, which are described as “an innovative form of expression 
produced by some artistic means,” (Inst. 9.1.14), Quintilian brings up Cicero’s attack on 
Clodia and states “But the most trivial form of Figure is the one based on a word—even if we 
do find Cicero attacking Clodia with the words ‘especially a woman whom everyone regarded 
as everyone’s friend rather than anybody’s enemy’.” Quintilian seems to think that this was 
a cheap shot on the part of Cicero. Quintilian, The Orator’s Education, trans. Donald A. 
Russell (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 4: 91. Quint., Inst. 9.2.99.3: 
Leuissimum autem longe genus ex uerbo, etiam si est apud Ciceronem in Clodiam: ‘praesertim 
quam omnes amicam omnium potius quam cuiusquam inimicam putauerunt.' 
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while Cicero’s use, particularly of Clodia, was more in the nature of a pun. It is 

clear, from both authors, however, that this term was not one applied to a 

respectable woman: it was an insult to call a woman an amica in the first century 

but it was Catullus, a younger contemporary of Cicero, writing in a different genre, 

who applied the much more negative tone to the term more frequently. 

 

C. Propertius 

Propertius used amica twelve times. This may seem a surprisingly low 

number but, as was shown with Catullus, it was more usual for elegiac poets to 

refer to their mistresses as puella or domina.1345 In the first example, Propertius 

compares the puella, who is asking her lover not to go on a trip, to an amica—and 

the comparison is not favourable. She is acting like a spurned amica: 

illa meam mihi iam se denegat, illa minatur / quae solet ingrato1346 tristis 
amica viro.   
 
Already she denies me her person: she threatens, / 
As an injured mistress her ungrateful man.1347  
 

Spurned amicae make threats and deny their favours. In the next example, 2.6.12, 

Propertius highlights the paranoid fear of the lover. He suspects everyone and 

everything and all who show attention to his amica are rivals and threats, even 

women. 

 
me laedet, si multa tibi dabit oscula mater,  
me soror et quando dormit amica simul:  
omnia me laedent timidus sum (ignosce timori)      
et miser in tunica suspicor esse virum. 
 

                                       
1345 Maria Wyke, The Roman Mistress: Ancient and Modern Representations (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 34.  
1346 See Heyworth, Cynthia, 23-24, for the discussion of irato v. ingrato: Cairns argues for 
irato against “commonly accepted ingrato”. Although a girl might “shut out” a lover, 
Heyworth argues that it makes more sense if “the old man is the focalizer of the adjective, if 
it seems to typify his uerba.” The situation is that Propertius is dumping Cynthia and in a 
pre-emptive strike “she blusters, accusing the departing man of ingratitude, surely, not 
anger.” Camp, 58; Richardson, 162; and Butler and Barber all agree that ingrato is more 
likely than irato. 
1347 Prop. 1.6.10. Shepherd’s translation, 41. Cf. L. Richardson Jr., ed., Propertius Elegies I-
IV (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1977), 162, n. 10. Richardson Jr. translates 
it as “the things with which a mistress in ill-humour threatens her lover who does not 
comply.” Thus, the implication in this translation is that amica means “mistress.” 
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Your mother galls me, when she gives you many kisses,  
Your sister too, and the girlfriend you may sleep with:  
Everything galls me: I’m nervous (forgive my nerves),  
The wretch who detects a man in every frock.1348  

 
Without commenting on the underlying meaning, Hans Peter Syndikus points out 

that Propertius’ jealousy is so irrational that he does not want her mother to kiss 

her or “a girlfriend to sleep close to her.”1349 He does not, however, comment on 

what Propertius means by an amica who sleeps with Cynthia. There are three 

possibilities. 

 The first is that Propertius is simply paranoid and jealous of anyone who 

gives attention to Cynthia including female relatives and friends. In this scenario, 

amica simply means friend.1350 A second possibility is that Propertius, maddened 

with love, suspects men of infiltrating his lover’s house. Slavitt’s very loosely 

translated gloss of this poem informs to his understanding of this underlying 

meaning: Propertius suspects a sexual affair because he fears all the women 

around her are men. “I worry when I see your mother kiss you, / or one of your 

sisters, or maybe at some pajama party / a girlfriend (Do they open their mouths? Do 

you open yours?) / Are they really girls, I wonder, or men in drag?”1351 

 The third possibility, and one which must be logically entertained, is that in 

his paranoid delusions induced by fear of losing his beloved, Propertius fears that 

she has developed a sexual relation with an amica and that their “sleeping together” 

hides this. Was Propertius here, as Martial will do almost 100 years later, referring 

                                       
1348 Prop. 2.6.12. Shepherd’s translation, 64. Cf. Katz’s translation, 101, which gives a 
stronger impression (destroys instead of galls and madness instead of nervous) which 
changes the underlying meaning of the poem: “Your mother destroys me, if she gives you 
lots of kisses, so do your sister and her girlfriend who sleeps with her. Everything destroys 
me: I’m cowardly (pardon my fear) and in my madness I suspect there’s a man inside that 
dress.” 
1349Hans Peter Syndikus, “The Second Book” in Brill’s Companion to Propertius, ed. Hans-
Christian Günther (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 258. 
1350 Heyworth, Cynthia, 135, takes this meaning. He does not comment specifically on amica 
but on lines 13-18, he discusses previous lines too. “A strange sequence. The poem has 
started by claiming that Cynthia has as many visitors as the famous prostitutes of history 
(1-6); she even pretends that young men are relatives so she can kiss them (7-8). The poet 
has his jealousy provoked by paintings, names, infants, female friends, everything (9-13); he 
knows his suspicions can be paranoid (14).” The idea Propertius was trying to convey was 
that “there are really men who are trying to take you away from me.” Butler and Barber, 
200, have no comment. Enk, 86, has no comment. Richardson has no comment. 
1351 Sextus Propertius, Propertius in Love: The Elegies, trans. David R. Slavitt (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002), 59 
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to an amica as a same-sex partner? This would be unusually early for this usage—it 

does not appear elsewhere to mean this until Martial—and it is also unusual for 

elegy. Nevertheless, it is a possibility. 

Elaine Fantham has pointed out that Propertius is comparing the household 

of Cynthia to that of a hetaera: this is a household of women, specifically 

courtesans or prostitutes. Again, the comment is that Cynthia has a mother, sister, 

and girlfriend but there is no discussion of what exactly is meant by amica.1352 

What does this do to the meaning of amica in this passage? Is the amica of a 

hetaera a girlfriend or a female friend? Camp has noted that courtesans had a 

manageress called mater who “sees that she does not let sentiment interfere with 

business.”1353 If this is the case, then her soror is her sister-courtesan and her 

amica could be her lover/fellow-prostitute. The ambiguity is interesting. What is 

clear is that Propertius, or his adopted persona, is in a state of complete paranoia 

and sees a threat behind every front. Whether the amica is a threat because she 

gives affection to Cynthia or because she is actually a man in drag or because she 

is a woman interested in Cynthia as a lover is, I think, part of Propertius’ paranoia 

(or of his persona’s paranoia) and, perhaps, an intended ambiguity that highlights 

his personal distress: he simply does not know what to think and what threats are 

real and so he suspects everything and everyone. 

The next passage in Propertius where amica appears is a complex passage. 

The placement of the lines is uncertain. They are traditionally numbered as 2.6.41-

42 or 2.7.1a-1b. The meaning is influenced by the placement so it is necessary to 

decide this first. In these lines Propertius states: 

 

nos uxor numquam, numquam me ducet amica: / semper amica mihi, semper 
et uxor eris.  
 
A wife shall never, a mistress never lure me: / My sempiternal mistress and 
wife is you.1354  

 

                                       
1352 Elaine Fantham, “The Image of Woman in Propertius’ Poetry” in Brill’s Companion to 
Propertius, ed. Hans-Christian Günther (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 187. 
1353 Prop. 3.8.40, Camp, 93 (Book 3). 
1354  Prop. 2.7.1a-1b (= 2.6.41-42). Shepherd’s translation, 65. 
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Heyworth observes: “It is commonly accepted that 41-2 do not belong at the end of 

II vi. Verses 37-40 bring the poem to an effective close, returning from the moral 

outrage over loose behaviour and pornographic art to how this might affect 

Propertius and Cynthia.”1355 Quite rightly, Heyworth notes that these lines “respond 

to nothing in the poem.”1356 Unsatisfied with the placement of these two lines at the 

beginning of Poem 7, Heyworth argues, based on the idea that interpolated couplets 

do not have to belong to the very beginning or end of a poem, for placing these two 

lines between lines 6 and 7 of Poem 7. The corrected Poem 7 would read: 

GAVISA es certe sublatam, Cynthia, legem 
qua quondam edicta flemus uterque diu, 
ni nos diuideret; quamuis diducere amantes 
non queat inuitos Iuppiter ipse duos. 
‘at magnus Caesar.’ sed magnus Caesar in armis:       7.5 
deuictae gentes nil in amore ualent.                              7.6 
nos uxor numquam, numquam diducet amica:              6.41 
semper amica mihi, semper et uxor eris.                       6.42 
nam citius paterer caput hoc discedere collo                 7.7 
quam possem nuptae perdere !more! faces,      
aut ego transirem tua limina clausa maritus.1357 

 
  Cynthia rejoiced indeed when the law was lifted 

At the enactment of which we’d both wept long 
In case it should divide us, though Jove himself 
Can’t separate two lovers against their will. 
‘But Caesar is mighty.’ Caesar is mighty in war: 
Nations subdued count for nothing in love. 
A wife shall never, a mistress never lure me: 
My sempiternal mistress and wife is you. 
For sooner could I suffer this head and neck 
Dissevered than quench our flame in wedding’s rite 
Or pass by as a husband your shut doors 
Looking back wet-eyed at the threshold betrayed.1358 

 

This placement greatly changes the meaning of these two lines. Rather than ending 

with no relevance, these lines are directly related to the surrounding poem 

regarding the Augustan marriage legislation, which would have forced Propertius to 

                                       
1355 Heyworth, Cynthia, 138. 
1356 Heyworth, Cynthia, 139. 
1357 Prop. 2.7 with 2.6.41-42 placed following Heyworth. 
1358 Shepherd’s translation, 65, reordered to follow Heyworth’s reconstruction. 
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marry and, perhaps, sever his ties with Cynthia.1359 As Heyworth explains, “Here 

the couplet contributes to the argument, by moving from the general to the 

particular, so that nam refers back to a statement about Propertius himself, not 

love more widely.”1360 Thus, Propertius is rejoicing over his ability to stay with 

Cynthia. Though Richardson would place these lines after 2.7.18, he agrees with 

Heyworth on the greater meaning that this is related to the Augustan marriage 

law.1361  

But, what does it mean? First, Propertius is proclaiming his own fidelity to 

Cynthia: he will never leave her and she will be his only lover and as-if wife. This 

contrasts to Cynthia, who has not been faithful (as Propertius suspects, at least). 

As Sullivan notes: “he considers their relationship to be as binding as any more 

conventionally legitimated ties.”1362 As L. Richardson Jr. notes, here Propertius 

acknowledges that “Cynthia is responsible for the poet’s greatness as well as his 

suffering, and this gives her rights that Caesar’s legislation left out of account,”1363 

but only the uxor is in a legitimate relationship—the amica is not. However, in this 

poem, Cynthia takes the place of both—she is his true love (in this poem, at least) 

and takes the place of both the respectable and the sexual and lives in a liminal 

state between them. While Propertius will have no wife and will have only Cynthia, 

he will not make her his uxor. And while she will continue to be his amica, she will 

be only that and will never rise to be more. Thus, while Cynthia is neither a 

respectable wife nor a cheap amica, she has elements of both.  

In another poem, Cynthia has accused Propertius of spying on his amica, 

Cynthia, in an attempt to catch her with another lover. She has  caught him spying 

and is very angry: 

'quid tu matutinus,' ait, 'speculator amicae? me similem vestris moribus esse 
putas?’ 
 
‘Why,’ she said, ‘would you spy on your girl so early? Do you suppose my 

                                       
1359 Butler and Barber, 201, have no comment on amica but write: “uxor (42) is here used 
metaphorically; see next elegy, introd. note” where they write (202) that Propertius was 
rejoicing because the Augustan law has been repealed so he and Cynthia could stay together 
and he would not have to leave her to marry. Camp, has no comment on these lines. 
1360 Heyworth, Cynthia, 139. 
1361 Richardson, 229 and 232. 
1362 J. P. Sullivan, Propertius: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976), 97. 
1363 Richardson Jr., Propertius, 232. 
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habits to be like yours?’1364 
 

This has a clear connotation of lover/mistress/sexual partner. Propertius has again 

shown himself to be jealous and untrusting as he spies on his amica. But, his 

amica has shown herself to be untrustworthy, perhaps simply in keeping with the 

nature of the amica. It is difficult to know but the underlying meaning of the term 

used here seems to be neutral.  

In another poem, his amica is clearly his beloved:  

una contentum pudeat me vivere amica? hoc si crimen erit, crimen Amoris erit. 
 
Should I be ashamed to live content with one girl? If this be guilt, the guilty 
party is Love!1365 

 
In this poem, Propertius is claiming that he will love only a single amica. This is 

similar to the sense given in 2.7.1a-1b (= 2.6.41-42) where he claims that she will 

be his only amica/uxor. Francis Cairns notes that the idea of an elegiac amator 

pledging devotion to one woman is not unusual in elegy although Cairns sees this 

as a reference to erotic elegy winning out over epic.1366 However, whether or not 

elegiac lovers pledged themselves to their mistresses, the choice of words by 

Propertius is interesting. Propertius was “content to live with a single amica” which 

is a reflection of his sentiments in 2.6.41-42 where he rejoices that he will not have 

to marry but can stay with Cynthia, whom he will never marry thus forcing her to 

exist in a liminal state. As Camp observes: “am I to be ashamed because one 

woman is all my life?” Two meanings are combined: that he is only interested in his 

love, and that his love is for one woman only.”1367 Thus, this is an inversion of the 

univira ideal: Propertius is a one-woman-man.1368 But, his one woman is an amica 

and this makes her safe: she is not the type of woman one marries regardless of 

emotional attachment.  

                                       
1364 Prop. 2.29b.31. Shepherd’s translation, 92. Butler and Barber, 243, have no comment 
on amica. Camp, Richardson, and Heyworth also have no comments on this passage. 
1365 Prop. 2.30b.23. Shepherd’s translation, 93. 
1366 Francis Cairns, “Propertius, 2. 30 A and B,” Classical Quarterly, n.s. 21 (1971): 212-213. 
1367 Camp, 202. Richardson has no comments; Butler and Barber, 245-246, have no 
comments. Heyworth, 242, writes on the confusion of this poem that Propertius ends the 
section “with a comparatively coherent description of the life he wishes to live, alone with 
Cynthia, in the hills inhabited by the Muses, themselves not ignorant of love (33-6).” 
1368 I must thank Hanne Sigismund-Nielsen for pointing out the similarity between this 
phrase and those related to univirae. 
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Other references in Propertius lead one to categorise his use of the word as a 

generic word for female sexual partner—it seems to be used in a slightly less 

respectful style than domina or puella.1369 As Propertius knows, wine makes an 

amica forget her own man and cheat:  

vino forma perit, vino corrumpitur aetas,  
vino saepe suum nescit amica virum. 
 
In wine is beauty lost, by wine is youth corrupt,  
Through frequent wine his mistress does not know her man.1370 

 
Thus, not only are amicae “party-girls,” but they also get drunk and become 

promiscuous.1371 Amicae also have flings when they are angry with their lovers 

showing that they cannot be trusted: 

sit socer aeternum nec sine matre domus!   
cui nunc si qua datast furandae copia noctis,  
offensa illa mihi, non tibi amica, dedit. 
 

May your home never be quit of your mother-in-law, 
And your wife’s father prove immortal. If ever 
You were given the riches of one stolen night, 
It was anger at me, not love of you, which gave them.1372 

 

Although the amica may have been attempting to find a new lover, the lover was 

always aware that this was a transient relationship.1373 Camp, interestingly, 

observes that:  

                                       
1369 Holt N. Parker, “The Teratogenic Grid” in Roman Sexualities, eds. Judith P. Hallett and 
Marilyn B. Skinner (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 49. Parker also defines 
puella as a term “which denotes not merely youth or beauty, but the specific status of 
‘sexual object’.” A puella is sexually passive and has three holes which may be penetrated—
that is her purpose. If this is the case, perhaps she is not so different from the puella or 
domina of elegiac poetry. 
1370 Prop. 2.33b.34. Shepherd’s translation, 97. 
1371 The commentaries contain nothing relevant on the use of amica in this passage. Butler 
and Barber, 255, have no comment on amica in Line 34; they skip from 31-2 to 37-8. Camp, 
221: “wine often causes her to...” and on suum nescit amica virum: “i.e. does not know which 
is hers, the syntax being similar to that of Mart. IX, lxi, 18 atque suas potuit dicere nemo 
rosas." He also writes that "Perhaps the sense ‘abstain from’ should be kept in mind as 
possibly relevant.” Richardson has no comment and neither does Heyworth, 261. 
1372  Prop. 3.8.40. Shepherd’s translation, 111. Butler and Barber, 281, have no comment on 
amica but: “socer. Severe presumably to the faithless husband of his daughter. matre. The 
rival's own mother who dislikes and disapproves of his paramours.” Camp, 93, also notes 
“For the domus of a courtesan sc. II.viii,14; II,xxiv,24.” Heyworth, 317: no comment on this 
line. 
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 in comedy, it is the socer who intervenes in his married daughter’s interest 
 when a husband is suspected of keeping a mistress; and a courtesan has 
 sometimes a mater who acts as her manageress, and sees that she does not 
 let sentiment interfere with business. It may be (though we cannot know for 
 certain) that this is the point of the reference to socer and mater here: both, 
 in the roles described, are afflictions from the point of view of the ‘lover’ of 
 elegy.1374  
 
Thus, the amica may also be compared to a courtesan in this passage. 

There appear, in Propertius, to be three possible meanings of amica. The first 

is the meaning of a sexual partner of a man with a slightly denigrating connotation 

(drunken, cheating, deceitful); the second is a more general use as sexual partner 

and seems, almost, respectful or, at least, neutral. The third, and the most 

controversial, is that of a same-sex female partner. If this meaning were accepted 

for Propertius, this would be unique to elegiac poets, as this meaning has no other 

certain examples until Martial. It should, however, be considered a possibility as 

part of the extreme paranoia exhibited in the poem and an example of the extremes 

of love. Certainly, Propertius’ use of amica had widened from that of Catullus, 

which was generally simply insulting.  

 

D. Horace 

The next poet is Horace who, also writing in the late-Republican and 

Augustan periods, refers to an amica in Satire 1.3.38 when he states that a lover 

may be blind to the faults of his amica. 

illuc praevertamur, amatorem quod amicae turpia decipiunt caecum vitia aut 
etiam ipsa haec delectant, veluti Balbinum polypus Hagnae. 
 
Think instead of how a young man, blindly in love, fails to notice his girl-
friend’s blemishes or even finds them enchanting, as Balbinus did with the 
wen on Hagna’s nose.1375 

                                       
1373 Richardson, 348. As Richardson notes, the gloss of the curse is: “may your father-in-law 
live forever.” The curse is a complex one: the father-in-law would presumably be concerned 
to protect his daughter’s interests; he might also be a man of property whose wealth the 
son-in-law coveted. But the real point of the curse is the revelation to the girl, true or not, 
that this rival is a married man and therefore may be presumed to be beyond her ensnaring; 
such liaisons, while a common pattern for young men, seem normally to have terminated 
with the man’s marriage.... The girl has been wasting her time.”  
1374 Camp, 93. 
1375 Hor. Sat. 1.3.38. Rudd’s translation, 12-13. Cf. Passage’s translation: “Turning the 
subject somewhat, let us note how a lover is blind to the faults found on an amica and even 
may find them attractive. Just as the nose wart on Hagna delighted Balbinus.” Passage’s 
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The implication is that the amica is a lover but we do not know her type. Is she a 

mistress, lover, girlfriend, or fling? It is impossible to know. Passage points out that 

Hagna is “a common name among freedwomen”1376 so we may speculate as to a 

status barrier between the couple but it is only speculative.1377 Clearly, an amica is 

a sexual partner in this passage.  

In Satire 1.4.49, he goes further and refers to an amica as a meretrix: a father 

rages at his wastrel son because he rejects an uxor with a great dowry in favour of 

his whore of an amica: 

at pater ardens / saevit, quod meretrice nepos insanus amica / filius uxorem 
grandi cum dote recuset 
 
But you see the father in a blazing temper with his wastrel of a son who 
dotes on a call-girl, refuses to accept a wife who would bring him a fat 
dowry.1378  

 
Morris notes: “‘But there is certainly acer spiritus ac vis in the angry reproaches 

which a father in the comedies frequently addresses to a wayward son.’ — nepos: 

prodigal; used as an adjective.—meretrice...insanus amica: mad with passion for a 

harlot mistress; meretrice also is used as an adj. with amica....The whole situation 

here is Greek.”1379 Regardless of the origin of the situation, the application of 

                                       
translation. Sidney Alexander’s translation reads: “Let’s turn rather to the blind lover / 
unaware of the brutal defects / of his beloved or even finding them / pleasing as was 
Balbinus / with the wen of Hagna.” The Complete Odes and Satires of Horace, trans. Sidney 
Alexander (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999), 204. 
1376 Passage, 27, n. Line 40. 
1377 Morris, 57, notes: “‘As the lover finds in the defects of his mistress only added beauties, 
and as the father calls his boy by a pet name which minimizes his physical weaknesses, so 
we should try to see the better side of our friends’ qualities.’ Horace is here strengthening 
his argument by appealing to two well-recognized traits. The blindness of the lover was a 
commonplace of philosophy (Plato, Rep. 5.474d; Lucretius, 4,1160-1169; Ovid, Ars Am. 
2.657 ff.) and the giving of nicknames based upon physical peculiarities was so common 
among the Romans that most of their family names, including those used in this passage 
(Paetus, Pullus, Varus, Scaurus), are derived from this custom.” Fraenkel has no comment on 
this passage. 
1378 Hor. Sat. 1.4.49. Rudd’s translation, 17. Horace, Satires and Epistles, trans. Niall Rudd 
(London: Penguin Group, Ltd., 2005). Passage has no comment on this line. Nepos in poetic 
Latin can simply mean a descendant but can also mean spendthrift. Alexander’s translation 
(212) reads: “But,” you say, “listen to that father storming about in passions because his 
spendthrift son, mad for a wanton mistress, refuses a wife with a large dowry, and, 
scandalously drunk reels abroad before nightfall with torches already lit.” “Woman of ill-
repute” and “wanton mistress” show the varying ways this can be translated. 
1379 Morris, 75, on lines 48-52. 
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meretrice to amica is telling and shows that she was neither a girlfriend nor a 

mistress but rather a prostitute. 

In Satire 1.5.15, an amica appears simply to be the longed for girlfriend who 

has been left behind: 

 

absentem cantat amicam multa prolutus vappa nauta atque viator certatim  
 
The boatman, who has had a skinful of sour wine, sings of his distant loved 
one, and a traveller tries to outdo him.1380 

  
The use of amica here seems relatively neutral, unless an underlying meaning is 

understood by the audience. But in Ep. 1.1.20, an amica is one who deceives her 

man: 

ut nox longa quibus mentitur amica  
 
It’s a long night for a man when his girlfriend breaks her promise1381  

 
 
MacLeod points out that this is a refusal poem to Maecenas in which Horace 

attempts to justify the current style and topic of the Epistles.1382 But, as MacLeod 

notes, if Horace is attempting to justify his impatience, he may have taken the 

wrong tone: “if Horace’s impatience is compared to that of a tricked lover, a 

reluctant labourer or an impatient boy, that does not put him in a very flattering 

light.”1383 More, it does not put the amica who deceived her lover in a very flattering 

light either. Amicae cannot be trusted, as we also saw in Catullus’ depiction of 

Aufillena. If this is true, then perhaps the more negative reading of the amica in 

Satire 1.5 is appropriate. Again, this earlier work seems to view amicae with some 

scorn. 

 

                                       
1380 Hor. Sat. 1.5.15. Rudd’s translation, 22. Fraenkel, Morris, and Passage have no 
comments. Alexander’s translation (217) reads: “while the boatman, drunk with too much 
wine, together with a passenger sing in wretched competition of their distant loves.”  
1381 Hor. Epist. 1.1.20. Rudd’s translation, 77. Fraenkel, Wilkins, Passage, have no 
comments on this line. Cf. Passage’s translation: “As Night seems unending to someone 
whose mistress has told him a lie.” Cf. MacLeod, The Epistles, 4: “As a night seems long to a 
lover tricked by his mistress.” Cf. Ferry’s translation: “Just as the night seems to go on 
forever / For the lover whose mistress has deserted him” David Ferry, The Epistles of Horace 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001), 5. This is a translation without commentary. 
1382 MacLeod, 85.  
1383 MacLeod, 89. 
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E. Ovid 

Amica meaning a girlfriend, friend, or lover, appears in the works of Ovid 

twenty-nine times. Only twice does it appear to mean “the female friend of a 

female.” In both of these, the female amica is helping her friend to meet her lover in 

secret away from prying eyes by pretending to be an ill friend that the woman must 

visit—her supposed sickbed provides a place for the lovers to meet. 

ibit ad affectam, quae non languebit, amicam:  
uisat, iudiciis aegrasit illa tuis. 
 
She’ll go to see a ‘sick’ girlfriend—who isn’t.  
In your view she’s unwell; why bother more?1384  

 
 

Gibson has noted that it was a fairly common theme to have visits to friends be a 

blind for adultery; it was also a common theme in erotic literature to have a friend 

offer a location for a tryst even though this would have been punishable under the 

lex Iulia.1385 This is a neutral, non-sexual application of the term to a female friend. 

The other twenty-seven times, the word amica seems to signify a lover but it 

is debatable as to whether this means a mistress—as in the elegiac domina-

mistress—or a cheap fling on the side. It appears to have had both meanings and it 

can be ambiguous as to which was meant—perhaps this was part of Ovid’s point. Is 

there any difference between one type of mistress and another? Is it a difference of 

degree or species? Clearly there is a difference. Ovid has been seen as addressing 

his Ars Amatoria not to all women but to “high class courtesans who would 

probably be freedwomen.”1386 The audience of Book 3 has been categorised as 

lowborn puellae who may have to “slum it.”1387 This, however, may be Ovid “spiking 

the text” while the “wider audience” was more likely a male audience.1388 Thus, the 

comments about amicae must be thought of as appealing to the world-view of the 

                                       
1384 Ov. Am. 2.2.21. Melville’s translation, 30. Lee, 187, notes that Lines 18-27 are genuine 
but were omitted in the oldest manuscripts. For the same theme, see Ov. Ars am. 3.641: 
cum, quotiens opus est, fallax aegrotet amica / et cedat lecto quamlibet aegra suo… “When, 
you can find at need an ailing friend / Who, though she ail, her bed’s prepared to lend…” 
Melville’s translation, 145. 
1385 Gibson, 344-345. 
1386 A.S. Hollis, “The Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris” in Ovid, ed. J.W. Binns (London: 
Routledge, 1973), 85. 
1387 Gibson, 35-36. 
1388 Gibson, 36. 
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wider audience, most likely composed of upper-class men, and any shadings of 

meaning must be applicable to that audience. 

In the Heroides, the word amica, in the mouths of females, has the meaning 

of cheap fling or transient sexual partner. Briseis accuses Achilles of having a mollis 

amica (“a tasty treat” or a “passive whore”1389) in his lap while she remains faithful 

to him and will not let Agamemnon touch her. This puts Briseis, a captured slave, 

on a much higher level, in her mind (or Ovid’s version of her mind), than whatever 

sexual partner Achilles has in her absence.1390 The meaning is definitely that of a 

fling in the absence of the true lover. Later, Briseis asks for her life and refers to 

herself as an amica:  

quod dederas hosti uictor, amica rogo. / perdere quos melius possis, Neptunia 
praebent / Pergama; materiam caedis ab hoste pete.  
 
Ah, rather save my life, the gift you gave me! What you gave, when victor, to 
me your foe, I ask now from you as your friend.1391  

 

For this passage, which does not appear to be sexual, there are two possible 

interpretations.1392 First, amica in this poem could be the female equivalent of 

amicus—she is Achilles’ friend and asks for her life as such. More likely is the 

interpretation that she is debasing herself. She begs as a lowly amica must beg. She 

is nothing and refers to herself as the lowest of sexual partners with no rights to 

highlight her plight and her plea.  

We return to the meaning of amica as transient lover when we read about 

Oenone and Deianira. Oenone has been thrown over by Paris in favour of Helen. 

She clearly views herself as his rightful wife and Helen as an interloper. She refers 

to Helen as a shameful (turpis) amica.1393 Knox points out that amica was a 

“colloquial” term for a girlfriend and that “here it is uttered with a note of 

                                       
1389 Parker gives the meaning of mollis as passive which also works well with the sexual role 
of an amica. Parker, “Teratogenic Grid,” 51.  
1390 Ov. Her. 3.114:  te tenet in tepido mollis amica sinu. “a tender mistress holds you in her 
warm embrace!” Showerman’s translation, 41. Palmer, 303, has no comment.  
1391 Ov. Her. 3.150. Showerman’s translation, 43. 
1392 Palmer, 305, has no comment. 
1393 Ov. Her. 5.70: non satis id fuerat (quid enim furiosa morabar?); / haerebat gremio turpis 
amica tuo. “And this was not enough—why was I mad enough to stay and see?—in your 
embrace that shameless woman clung.” Showerman’s translation, 63. Palmer (Ovid, 
Heroides, 319) has no comment. 
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reprobation in the epithet.”1394 The reprobation is clearly applied to Helen and is 

implicit in the epithet applied but it seems exaggerated by applying it to the term 

amica. She is not a shameless puella or mulier or domina. She is a shameless amica 

meaning “whore” or, perhaps, “hussy.” In a similar vein, Hercules’ wife accuses him 

of having an amica on the side—and she is not happy about it. She has been jilted 

and she now states that Hercules might as well make his amica the heir to his 

(formerly) good reputation.1395 It appears that when it was used by a female of a 

rival, at least in Ovid, amica does not mean anything other than a sexual fling; it is 

a term of disparagement and, in this case, has a meaning more closely associated 

with that of pellex as a rival for the appropriate female partner/wife.. 

In addition, in Amores 2.7, an amica is a fling. In this poem, Corinna is 

accusing her lover of cheating on her with her own hairdresser. The response is 

that her lover would never stoop so low as to take a sordida amica or a vulgar/low 

lover/girlfriend/mistress (di melius, quam me, si sit peccasse libido, / sordida 

contemptae sortis amica iuuet! “Heaven grant me better, if my fancy strayed, / Than 

such a low-class slut for company!”).1396 Here the connotation is that of a lover in 

addition to a jealous mistress but she is a slut. As was the case with Helen, much 

of the disdain felt by the “true” lover for her rival is carried in the epithet (sordida or 

turpis) but, as with Helen, the application of that epithet to the term amica seems to 

exaggerate the disdain. The rival is not a true rival—she is only an amica. But, a 

slave girl as a sexual partner could only be an amica and, in truth, is not worth 

Ovid’s time or attention. This is amica as whore or as a transient partner who is 

sexually (ab)used. 

                                       
1394 Knox, 155. Knox also compares this passage to another referring to Helen as shameful: 
“cf. 13.133, also of Helen, turpis adultera.”  
1395 Ov. Her. 9.110: illi procedit rerum mensura tuarum; / cede bonis, heres laudis amica tuae. 
/ o pudor!  “To her passes the full measure of your exploits—yield up what you possess; your 
mistress is heir to your praise.” Showerman’s translation, 117. Palmer, 369. “ ‘To her 
accrues the sum-total of your property: resign your goods: your mistress has succeeded to 
your fame’. This passage forms one of the many metaphors derived from legal phraseology 
found in Ovid.” Palmer goes on to explain that this is part of cessio bonorum where a debtor 
hands over his property to his creditors to escape debt. “‘Heres laudis amica tuae’ is a 
continuation of the same metaphor, for it was possible to alienate the rights of inheritance 
also by the form of bonorum cessio.” He continues: “Ovid’s meaning, expressed more freely, 
is this: ‘The glory that once was yours has passed to her, your conqueror: bankrupt as you 
are in reputation, you may as well formally declare yourself so, and appoint your mistress 
the heir to the fame that once was your rightful inheritance.’” 
1396 Ov. Am. 2.7.20: Melville’s translation, 38. Lee, 187, no comment. 
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The other examples of amica in Ovid are more ambiguous. In most, the term 

appears to simply mean “girlfriend” or “lover.” The door guard has an amica in 

Amores 1.6:  

forsitan et tecum tua nunc requiescit amica: / heu, melior quanto sors tua sorte 
mea!  
 
(Addressing the Doorkeeper): Perhaps you’ve got a girl-friend sleeping with 
you: / Alas! more luck for you than me in store.1397  

 

However, though amica here refers to a lover, it perhaps was not intended to put 

the speaker on the same level as the doorkeeper but to highlight the difference.1398 

The doorkeeper, a slave, has a lowly amica. The speaker has a slave-owning 

domina.1399 In addition, to highlight the difference, the lowborn slave is able to 

openly be with his lowborn amica. The higher-born poet is unable to be with his 

highborn (and married) domina. This, Ovid is envious of the doorkeeper as he can 

be with his amica and Ovid cannot. In Amores 1.9, a lover and a soldier are 

contrasted: the one besieges towns, the other, the door of his dura amica or his 

harsh mistress/lover/girlfriend.1400 This is only the second time in Book 1 that 

Ovid has used the term amica but it is similar to his use in other works. Again, 

though Ovid has used a negative epithet, he has applied it to a negatively charged 

term. Similarly, in 2.1.17, Ovid’s amica comes across as harsh when she shuts him 

out for writing epic and forces his return to elegy.1401 In 2.5.10 and 26, Ovid has 

                                       
1397 Ov. Am. 1.6.45. Melville’s translation, 11. 
1398 McKeown, 146, notes that amica can refer to a “slave’s beloved.” McKeown also writes 
that: “In referring to the door-keeper’s imagined beloved by a term which the elegists 
regularly use of their own mistresses, Ovid is emphasising the common bond between 
himself and the door-keeper.” Lee, 182. No comment. Ovid, however, rarely used amica. In 
Book 1 of Amores, Ovid used amica only twice while he used domina twelve times and puella 
fourteen times. Similarly, in Book 2, domina appears twenty-one times and puella appears 
thirty-four times with amica only six. As stated, Ovid used the term only twenty-nine times 
(no comparison was made to his use of other terms but puella and domina seem much more 
common). Thus, this term does not seem to have been particularly common among the 
elegists (Catullus used it four times and Propertius only twelve). 
1399 Ov. Am. 1.6.20 and 69. In two lines, Ovid refers to his domina. He never refers to her as 
an amica. 
1400 Ov. Am. 1.9.19: ille graues urbes, hic durae limen amicae / obsidet; hic portas frangit, at 
ille fores. = “Besieging cities, or a hard girl’s threshold, / on barbicans—or doors—they 
spend their might.” Melville’s translation, 18. Lee, 183, no comment. McKeown, 267: on 
durae refers to other passages in Ovid for the use of this adjective for the “elegiac mistress in 
komastic contexts.” 
1401 Ov. Am. 2.1.17: clausit amica fores: ego cum Ioue fulmen omisi; excidit ingenio Iuppiter ipse 
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seen his amica kissing another man, though she denies it, and it was not the way a 

sister kisses a brother but the way a mollis amica kisses an eager man: 

illa mihi lingua nexa fuisse liquet), / qualia non fratri tulerit germana seuero,/ 
sed tulerit cupido mollis amica uiro  
 
I saw you then and your outrageous kisses, / Tongue kisses, clear enough is 
what they were, / Not what a sister gives a strait-laced brother, / But what a 
warm girl gives her willing man.1402  

 
In this instance, as in the one above from Heroides, mollis coupled with amica 

creates the extremely pejorative connotation of “passive whore.” The derogatory 

meaning of amica is made clear here. In 2.9b, the amica is fallax (deceiving or 

treacherous).1403 Again, is she a girlfriend/mistress in the sense of an elegiac 

domina or is she merely a fling? Similarly, in 3.7, Ovid has a new amica with whom 

he is impotent.1404 Is she a new girlfriend or a one-night stand (with whom he is 

cheating on Corinna)? Given Ovid’s list of conquests as he bemoans his impotence, 

this is yet another transient fling and this woman is not a new domina for Ovid.1405 

Less ambiguous is the meaning of amica in the Ars Amatoria and other 

poems of Ovid. In Ars 1.417, Ovid advises that: 

magna superstitio tibi sit natalis amicae 
 
My lady’s birthday most of all beware.1406 

                                       
meo. = “My darling slammed the door. Jove with his lightning I dropped; great Jove just 
slipped my memory.” Melville’s translation, 28. Lee, 186, has no comment. 
1402 Ov. Am. 2.5.26. Melville’s translation, 34. Lee, 187, has no comment on this passage. 
Ovid also refers to her as an amica at Ov. Am. 2.5.10: felix, qui quod amat defendere fortiter 
audet, / cui sua ‘non feci’ dicere amica potest. =  ”Happy the man who dares defend his loved 
one, / To whom his girl can say ‘I’m innocent.’” Melville’s translation, 34. Lee, 187, has no 
comment on this passage. 
1403 Ov. Am. 2.9b.43: me modo decipiant uoces fallacis amicae = “Just let a girl’s beguiling 
voice deceive me” Melville’s translation, 40. Lee, 188, has no comment. 
1404 Ov. Am. 3.7.20. nec iuuenem nec me sensit amica uirum. Lee, 192, has no comment.  
1405 Ov. Am. 3.7. at nuper bis flava Chlide, ter candida Pitho, ter Libas officio continuata meo 
est; exigere a nobis angusta nocte Corinnam me memini numeros sustinuisse novem. = “Yet I 
lately had golden Chlide twice, Pitho / the beautiful and Libas, three times without 
stopping:/ I remember Corinna, in one short night, demanded / I keep it up for her nine 
times together.” 
1406 Ov. Ars am. 1.417. Melville’s translation, 98. Murgatroyd, Ovid with Love, no comment. 
Block, 64: “superstitio: ‘an object that inspires dread;’ predicative with natalis.” Hollis, 108, 
on lines 413-414, notes that one of the “blackest days” in the Roman calendar was 18 July 
when the Gauls defeated Rome at the river Allia in 390 B.C.E. In reference to 417-418: “You 
should feel inhibited not (as one might imagine) on the Jewish Sabbath, but rather on her 
birthday; your black day is not the dies Alliensis (as for your fellow countrymen) but any 
occasion when a present is due.” 
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Here as in the rest of the poem, the meaning is clearly that of a lover, a girlfriend, 

or simply a girl with whom a man has intimate relations.1407 In addition, in the 

Remedies of Love, the Fasti, and the Metamorphoses, the connotations are all of a 

lover-amica.1408 Thus, Ovid’s use of amica is ambiguous. Sometimes it appears to 

mean a general lover but, at other times, it seems disparaging. It was more varied 

than Catullus’ use and actually more similar to that seen in Propertius. 

 

3. Julio-Claudian and Later Imperial Authors on Amicae 

A. Valerius Maximus 

Valerius Maximus, writing in the reign of Tiberius, uses the word amica for a 

woman only twice. Both are interesting at this point. He first used it at 1.7(ext).9.3 

to describe the amica of Alcibiades. As in Cicero, this is the story of Alcibiades 

foreseeing his own death and seeing his body covered with the cloak of his 

amica.1409 This use is basically identical to that of Cicero and this should surprise 

                                       
1407 Ov. Ars am. 1.465. The use of amica goes unnoticed: Murgatroyd, 107, notes that letters 
cannot be meant but litterae can mean erudition which fits well and poetic license allows a 
singular for a plural. Also, plural, litterae, would not scan in elegiac verse. Block, 67: inops: 
“’destitute of’ with the genitive.” Hollis, 114, has no comment on 465. Ov. Ars am. 2.156: 
inque uicem credant res sibi semper agi: / hoc decet uxores, dos est uxoria lites; / audiat 
optatos semper amica sonos. = “Leave wives to quarrel; strife’s the marriage dower, / A 
mistress must be cooed to by the hour.” Melville’s translation, 112. Murgatroyd, 158, notes 
that quarrels are what a woman brings to the marriage and that a man should avoid 
arguments totally: “mistresses want to hear something other than angry words from their 
lovers. There seems to be an element of irony in the hexameter’s rhythm, and again the 
neatness heightens the insolence.” Murgatroyd has no comments on any of the following 
passages where amica means sexual partner: Ov. Ars am. 2.175. Ov. Ars am. 2.288. Ov. Ars 
am. 2.293. Ov. Ars am. 2.531. Ov. Ars am. 3.520: numquam ego te, Andromache, nec te, 
Tecmessa, rogarem / ut mea de uobis altera amica foret./ credere uix uideor, cum cogar 
credere partu, / uos ego cum uestris concubuisse uiris.  = “Never would I ask you, 
Andromache, or your Tecmessa, so that either of you would be my amica. I can scarcely 
believe that either of you ever slept with your men though your children compel me to 
believe!" Gibson, 306, notes that “Tecmessa and Andromache are comically debased on the 
level of elegiac love with the application to them of the terms for ‘proposition’ (472 n.) and 
‘mistress’ (Adams (1983) 348-50).” Kenney, 244, notes that Ovid has “previously pilloried 
them as dowdy soldiers’ wives” and he “now compounds his denigration by characterizing 
them as what Uncle Pentstemon called ‘grizzlers’.” 
1408 Ov. Rem. am. 215. Ov. Rem. am. 239. Ov. Rem. am. 315. Ov. Rem. am. 441. Ov. Rem. am. 
761. Ov. Met. 7.459. Simpson, 332, has no comment; Martin, 569, has no comment; Glenn, 
83 ff., has no comment on use of amica. Ov. Fast. 5.339. Murgatroyd, Mythical, 51-52, has 
no comment. 
1409 Val. Max. 1.7.ext.9: Alcibiades quoque miserabilem exitum suum haud fallaci nocturna 
imagine speculatus est. quo enim pallio amicae suae dormiens opertum se uiderat, interfectus 
et insepultus iacens contectus est. = “Alcibiades too descried his own miserable end in a 
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no one as Cicero is one of Valerius Maximus’ key sources for his anecdotes.1410 It is 

entirely probable that he took this passage from Cicero and so, perhaps, we should 

not read too much into his use of amica here as it mimics that of his probable 

source where it seemed to mean, in a neutral way, “mistress.” 

His use of amica in the second passage is, perhaps, more illuminating. At 

8.2.2.11, he uses it to refer to a particular woman who has acted shamefully and 

avariciously in bringing a false suit for money owed. This is the story of a woman, 

Otacilia, wife of Laterensis, and adulterous lover of C. Visellius Varro. Varro was ill 

and wanted to leave a legacy to Otacilia so they came up with the legal fiction of a 

debt he owed her. When he did not die, she claimed the debt was real and sued him 

for the money. Varro had to hire a lawyer to prove her wrong and he won the case, 

though Valerius Maximus feels his behaviour was also shameful. Otacilia is 

referred to as “ex amica obsequenti” or his “obliging/obeying mistress” who is now 

acting as his creditor.1411 This is a very interesting use of amica. It is used to 

describe an adulterous love; both Varro and Otacilia are married and are having an 

affair. She is not only committing adultery but she is shamefully greedy as well. An 

amica is, here, someone with whom a man has sexual relations and she should be 

submissive—not greedy. Not only is she an adulterous amica, but she is not a very 

good amica either. Here we have yet another example that amicae and the men who 

associate with them are bad. 

 

B. Seneca the Younger 

In the letters of Seneca the Younger, written during the reign of Nero (c. 64 

C.E.), an amica is something to be disparaged—though not as much as the men 

who are bound to them. In eight letters, an amica is something that is held up as a 

                                       
nocturnal vision that did not deceive. Asleep he saw himself overspread with this mistress’ 
cloak; lying slain and unburied, he was covered by the same.” Shackleton Bailey’s 
translation, 99. 
1410 D. R. Shackleton Bailey, introduction to Valerius Maximus (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2000), 1: 4. 
1411 Val. Max. 8.2.2.11: quae offensa, quod spem praedae suae morte non maturasset, ex 
amica obsequenti subito destrictam feneratricem agere coepit… = “Annoyed that he had not 
speeded up the hope of her plunder by dying, from an obliging mistress she suddenly began 
to play the uncompromising creditor…” Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 207. 
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fault in a man. A man scorns life on account of an amica.1412 Men complain about 

their ambitions as they complain about their amicae.1413 Men who seek joy in their 

amicae are seeking it in the wrong place—just as men who seek joy in ambition or 

clients.1414 Immoral men use up their property or have amicae.1415 It becomes clear 

that there is a highly moralising tone to these letters and that an amica is a sign of 

self-indulgence and lack of morals. Interestingly, this is less an indictment of the 

amica than of the man who desires her. 

                                       
1412 Sen. Ep. 4.4.4. Non vides quam ex frivolis causis contemnatur? Alius ante amicae fores 
laqueo pependit, alius se praecipitavit e tecto ne dominum stomachantem diutius audiret, alius 
ne reduceretur e fuga ferrum adegit in viscera: non putas virtutem hoc effecturam quod efficit 
nimia formido? = “But do you not see what trifling reasons impel men to scorn life?  One 
hangs himself before the door of his mistress; another hurls himself from the house-top that 
he may no longer be compelled to bear the taunts of a bad-tempered master; a third, to be 
saved from arrest after running away, drives a sword into his vitals. Do you not suppose 
that virtue will be as efficacious as excessive fear?” Seneca. Moral Epistles, 3 vols, trans. 
Richard M. Gummere (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1917-25), 15. Motto, 
Seneca: Moral Epistles, does not discuss any of the epistles under discussion here. 
1413 Sen. Ep. 22.10.2. Sic de ambitione quomodo de amica queruntur, id est, si verum adfectum 
eorum inspicias, non oderunt sed litigant. = “Men complain about their ambitions as they 
complain about their mistresses; in other words, if you penetrate their real feelings, you will 
find, not hatred, but bickering.” Gummere’s translation, 1.153-155. 

1414 Sen. Ep. 59.15.4. ille ex conviviis et luxuria, ille ex ambitione et circumfusa clientium turba, 
ille ex amica, alius ex studiorum liberalium vana ostentatione et nihil sanantibus litteris. = “All 
men of this stamp, I maintain, are pressing on in pursuit of joy, but they do not know where 
they may obtain a joy that is both great and enduring.  One person seeks it in feasting and 
self-indulgence; another, in canvassing for honours and in being surrounded by a throng of 
clients; another, in his mistress; another, in idle display of culture and in literature that has 
no power to heal; all these men are led astray by delights which are deceptive and short-
lived - like drunkenness for example, which pays for a single hour of hilarious madness by a 
sickness of many days, or like applause and the popularity of enthusiastic approval which 
are gained, and atoned for, at the cost of great mental disquietude.” Gummere’s translation, 
1.419-421. 

1415 Sen. Ep. 122.14.9. Multi  bona comedunt, multi amicas habent: ut inter istos nomen 
invenias, opus est non tantum luxuriosam rem sed notabilem facere….” = “Many men eat up 
their property, and many men keep mistresses.  If you would win a reputation among such 
persons, you must make your programme not only one of luxury but one of notoriety; for in 
such a busy community wickedness does not discover the ordinary sort of scandal.” 
Gummere’s translation, 3.419-421. Sen. Ep. 123.10.9-10: Non amicam habes, non puerum 
qui amicae moveat invidiam; cottidie sobrius prodis; sic cenas tamquam ephemeridem patri 
adprobaturus…. “You have no mistress, no favourite slave to make your mistress envious; 
you are sober when you make your daily appearance in public; you dine as if you had to 
show your account-book to ‘Pap’; but that is not living, it is merely going shares in someone 
else’s existence.” Gummere’s translation, 3.429-431. 
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In Ben. 1.9.4.1, Seneca discusses how a man is thought of if he restrains his 

wife or if he chooses not to have an amica and give money to married women.1416 In 

this passage, we see the amica being equated with the adulterous woman: married 

women become the illicit lovers/amicae of other (married) men. This is low and base 

behaviour for Seneca. In Ben. 6.25.2.3, Seneca equates hatred with insane love for 

an amica because a lover will wish for bad things, such as exile, to happen to his 

amica so he can be there for her and prove his devotion.1417 Once again, in Seneca, 

we see a Stoic disavowal of strong emotions that lead to bad behaviour on the part 

of the lover of an amica—but it is more the man who is deserving of censure rather 

than his amica. Seneca the Younger’s use of amica for a lover/girlfriend/mistress is 

weighted down by a morally disapproving tone. This is in contrast to the use of this 

term by Seneca the Elder who used it in a fairly neutral way to mean lover or 

mistress or girlfriend.1418 

C. Petronius 

In another work written under Nero, Petronius’ Satyricon, the word has the 

meaning of all three possibilities: a female friend, a mistress, and a prostitute. In 

58.10 and 62.9, the meaning appears to be that of a girlfriend.1419 Similarly, at 

                                       
1416 Sen. Ben. 1.9.4.1: Si quis nulla se amica fecit insignem nec alienae uxori annuum praestat, 
hunc matronae humilem et sordidae libidinis et ancillariolum vocant. “If a man makes himself 
conspicuous by not having a mistress, and does not supply an allowance to another man's 
wife, the married women say that he is a poor sort and is addicted to low pleasures and 
affairs with maidservants.” Seneca. Moral Essays, 3 vols, trans. John W. Basore (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1928-1935), 27-29. 

1417 Sen. Ben. 6.25.2.3: An hoc recte faciant  et pia uoluntate, quaeritur; quorum animus 
simillimus est prauo amore flagrantibus, qui amicae suae optant exilium, ut desertam 
fugientemque comitentur, optant inopiam, magis desideranti ut donent, optant morbum, ut 
adsideant, et, quidquid inimicus optaret, amantes uouent. = “It is debated whether they are 
right in doing this, and act from a dutiful desire.  They are very much in the same state of 
mind as those who are inflamed with abnormal love, who long for their mistress to be exiled 
in order that they may accompany her in her loneliness and flight, who long that she may be 
poor in order that she may have more need of their gifts, who long that she may be ill in 
order that they may sit at her bedside, who, though her lovers, pray for all that an enemy 
might long for her to have.  And so the results of hatred and insane love are almost the 
same.” Basore’s translation, 413-415. 

1418 Sen. Controv. 1.5.9.10; Controv. 7.5.9.8; Controv. 7.5.9.11; Controv. 7.6.15.5; Controv. 
9.2.13.12; Controv. 9.2.14.2. 
1419  Petron. Sat. 58.10.3: nisi si me iudicas anulos buxeos curare, quos amicae tuae inuolasti. 
= “unless you think I care about your box-wood rings that you swiped from your girl-friend.”  
Petron. Sat. 62.9.2: gladium tamen strinxi et in tota via umbras cecidi, donec ad villam 
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93.2.8: amica uincit / uxorem. rosa cinnamum veretur. / quicquid quaeritur, optimum 

uidetur (“Wives are out of fashion, better get a girl-friend. A little more expensive but 

really very nice. Rose leaves are out of date, Cinnamon’s the thing now. Anything 

hard to get is well worth the price”).1420 This implies a mistress or girlfriend. And at 

113.7.4: nec tamen adhuc sciebam, utrum magis puero irascerer, quod amicam mihi 

auferret, an amicae, quod puerum corrumperet... (“Yet I still wasn’t sure if I was more 

angry with the boy for stealing my mistress or with my mistress for seducing the 

boy. Both acts were offensive to my eyes”).1421 Both of these instances give the 

connotation of girlfriend/mistress/lover. But, at 105.3.2, the connotation is more 

that of a prostitute. Eumolpus’ money has been squandered on an amica by two 

men: inter cetera apud communem amicam consumpserunt pecuniam meam, a qua 

illos proxima nocte extraxi mero unguentisque perfusos (“Among other things they 

spent my money on a whore the two of them kept, and I dragged them from her last 

night soaked in wine and scent”).1422 This does not seem the usual way of talking 

about a respectable girlfriend/mistress. And, at 136.11.3, we find the meaning of a 

female friend-amica: quod amica se non dimisisset tribus nisi potionibus e lege 

siccatis (“Her friend had not let her go without her getting through the usual three 

drinks”).1423 Thus, as with Ovid, we have all three meanings in Petronius, though 

the meaning of “girlfriend” whether positive or negative, is clearly predominant.  

 

D. Suetonius 

Writing at the turn of the century, Suetonius only used amica three times 

but all three enlighten us as to its meaning. He used it first in the Life of Claudius. 

Claudius had taken up the office of Censor but was inconsistent in his views:  

                                       
amicae meae peruenirem. = “But I pulled out my sword, and I fairly slaughtered the early 
morning shadows till I arrived at my girl’s villa.” No comments found for either passage. 
Translations by J.P. Sullivan, 74 and 77. Alternate form has "gladium tamen strinxi et 
matauitatau umbras." 
1420 Petron. Sat. 93.2.8. Sullivan’s translation (and capitalization), 102. Habermehl, 247, no 
comment on amica’s meaning. 
1421 Petron. Sat. 113.7.5. Sullivan’s translation, 122. This woman is a rival for Giton and 
both have been sexual partners of the speaker.  
1422 Petron. Sat. 105.3.2. Sullivan’s translation, 113. Sullivan’s translation of amica here as 
“whore” is telling in that it implies that the amica of two men is not the same as the amica of 
a single man (in which cases, see above, he translates it as “mistress”). Habermehl, 404, no 
comment on amica’s meaning. 
1423 Petron. Sat. 136.11.3. Sullivan’s translation, 157.   
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alium corruptelis adulteriisque famosum nihil amplius quam monuit, ut aut 
parcius aetatulae indulgeret aut certe cautius; addiditque: ‘quare enim ego scio, 
quam amicam habeas?’ 
 
Another knight, though a notorious seducer of girls and married women, 
escaped with a caution: ‘Restrain your passions or at least go more carefully 
in future. Why should it be any business of mine who your mistress may 
be?’1424  

 
In this instance, amica seems much less respectable than concubina and it would 

appear that this man was well known for debauchery—his amica is no more than a 

lover and, as we also saw with Valerius Maximus, a potentially inappropriate lover 

in the guise of a married woman (adultery) or a young girl (stuprum). Similarly, in 

the Life of Nero, Suetonius tells us that Nero’s ancestor, Gn. Domitius 

Ahenobarbus, switched sides during the Civil War and was accused of doing so, by 

Marcus Antonius, out of a desire to be with his amica, Servilia Nais: nam Antonius 

eum desiderio amicae Seruiliae Naidis transfugisse iactauit (“Antony, however, said 

openly that his real motive in changing sides was to be with Servilia Nais, his 

mistress”).1425 This woman may have been a freedwoman.1426 If that were the case, 

she would be considered lowborn, being a former slave, and to apply amica to her 

perhaps made her station in life clear. Certainly, it is implied that an amica is a less 

than appropriate reason to change sides. Lastly, in the Life of Otho, Poppaea 

Sabina, the future wife of Nero, is categorised as his amica.1427 Tacitus reports that 

she was an immoral woman who married Otho to get close to Nero and then incited 

him to murder his mother so they could marry. As was often the case with such 

                                       
1424 Suet. Claud.16.1.9. Graves’ translation, 195. 
1425 Suet. Ner.3.2.9. Graves’ translation, 215. 
1426 “Nais seems to have been a freedwoman, who had been allowed to adopt the family 
name of her master.” Suetonius, Lives of the Twelve Caesars, trans. Alexander Thomson and 
revised by T. Forester (London: George Bell and Sons, 1901), 339, n. 2. B.H. Warmington, 
Suetonius, Nero (Bristol: Bristol Classical Press, 1977), 53-54. Warmington discusses the 
background of the situation and family at 3.1 but has no comment on Servilia Nais. The 
servile origin of this woman is uncertain. The name “Nais” is uncommon in inscriptions (38 
examples). Some examples of the name are servile but some are uncertain. CIL 6.11219 
records a single-name woman as Nais. Since she is commemorating her dead son, this may 
have been a familiar form rather than an indication of servile status.  CIL 6.7430 records the 
explicitly freed status of Caecilia Nais, a 25 year old woman who was the liberta of two men. 
It is, however, very rarely attested. 
1427 Suet. Otho. 3: item Poppaeam Sabinam tunc adhuc amicam eius, abductam marito... = 
“Otho was asked to become the protector of Poppaea Sabina—who had been taken by Nero 
from her husband to be his mistress...” Graves’ translation, 260. 



  
 

 

535 

women, she was also sexually promiscuous.1428 Whether that was true or not, it 

adds to the characterisation of her as an amica; she was not simply the emperor’s 

lover but rather was his evil, scheming, married lover—an amica. This vilification in 

later sources is likely part of the damnatio that Poppaea suffered following the death 

of Nero.1429 It is possible that the choice of amica is intended to highlight her 

immoral behaviour and her immoral connection to such a “bad” emperor. 

 

E. Juvenal 

Juvenal, writing in the early second century, used amica six times to refer to 

women and it is evenly split between two meanings.1430 It appears three times as 

“girlfriend” or “mistress,” with perhaps a slightly more negative connotation, and 

three times as meaning “female friend of females.” In 6.353, 455, and 481, amica is 

used of female friends or attendants of other women. For example, in 6.353, the 

amicae must be hired. 

Ut spectet ludos, conducit Ogulnia vestem, / conducit comites, sellam, cervical, 
amicas, / nutricem et flavam cui det mandata puellam. 
 
To go watch the games, Ogulnia has to rent a dress, rent attendants, a 
chair, a cushion, some woman friends, a nurse, and a blonde girl to give her 
orders to.1431 

 
This is simply a reference to female-friends, though hired ones in this case. As 

                                       
1428 Tac. Ann. 13.45-46. Tacitus here discusses the depravity of Poppaea. 
1429 Varner, “Damnatio Memoriae and the Images of Imperial Women,” 45-46. Varner points 
out that after Nero’s death in 68, Poppaea’s deification (following her own death in 65) was 
rescinded as part of her damnatio memoriae and public buildings were stripped of her image 
as part of “demonstrations against Nero and his policies.” Under Otho, Poppaea’s ex-
husband, her statues were returned to their public places. 
1430 The seventh occurrence is adjectival and refers to Statius’ amicae poem meaning 
“popular.” Juv. 7.82: curritur ad vocem iucundam et carmen amicae / Thebaidos, laetum cum 
fecit Statius urbem / promisitque diem.… Braund’s translation, 305: “When Statius has made 
Rome happy by fixing a day, everyone rushes to hear his gorgeous voice and the poetry of 
his darling (=amicae) Thebaid.” See Parks Wright, Juvenal, 75, for the meaning of “popular” 
and Ferguson, 222, for the “double-take” as the audience is given a poem when it expects a 
mistress. Interestingly, erotic imagery is connected in Juvenal to this adjectival use (see 
Ferguson, 222) as Courtney argues (p. 360): “AMICAE: The first hint of the sexual imagery 
which follows and which conveys that Statius has to prostitute his talent.” 
1431 Juv. 6.353. Braund’s translation, 269-270. Ferguson, 201, has no comment on use of 
amica other than in a gloss stating that Olugnia has to hire “a whole train of people to escort 
her to the games.” Mayor does not include Satire 6. Parks Wright, Juvenal, does not include 
Satire 6. Robinson, 132, has no comment on this line. Barr and Rudd, 176-177, have no 
comment on this line. 
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Courtney notes: “Some of those hired would escort her as clients (on I.46), others 

ride with her as friends.”1432 Amicae is being used to refer to female friends, even 

hired ones. 

Similarly, in 6.455, Juvenal seems simply to be referring to a friend of a 

woman: 

 
opicae castiget amicae / verba: soloecismum liceat fecisse marito.  
 
It’s the language of her philistine girlfriend she should be criticising. 
Husbands should be allowed their grammatical oddities.1433 

 
Opica means “stupid” or “philistine” and, as Ferguson notes, refers to “a Roman 

ignorance of Greek culture.”1434 There appear, however, to be no hidden meanings 

in the use of amica. Juvenal is simply stating that know-it-all wives should leave 

their husbands alone and correct their ignorant friends instead. The meaning of 

female friend is also found at 6.481: 

verberat atque obiter faciem linit, audit amicas / aut latum pictae vestis 
considerat aurum / et caedit 
 
She lashes them and the whole time daubs her face and listens to her 
girlfriends or inspects the wide golden stripe on an embroidered dress, and 
whacks them.1435 

 
While it is unclear who is doing the whipping,1436 what is clear is that she and her 

female friends are sitting there while it happens. These women come across as 

callous and cruel but this has little to do with the use of the term amica unless we 

consider that this is part of a derogatory undertone to the term. If it is not, then 

amicae, in this passage, are simply female friends of a woman. 

                                       
1432 Courtney, 303: on comites…amicas. 
1433 Juv. 6.455. Braund’s translation, 277. Parks Wright, Juvenal, does not include Satire 6 
and neither does Mayor. Robinson, 132, has no comment on this line. Rudd and Barr, 179, 
have no comment on this line. Courtney, 321, discusses the placement of words and the 
manuscript tradition but does not discuss the meaning of amica. 
1434 Ferguson, 205. Ferguson has no comment on the use of amica. 
1435 Juv. 6.481. Braund’s translation, 279. Parks Wright, Juvenal, does not include Satire 6 
and neither does Mayor. Rudd and Barr, 179-180, have no comment on this line. Robinson, 
132, has no comment on this line. 
1436 Ferguson, 206, on verberat: “not personally, as the context makes clear,” indicating that 
he thinks the lady is not personally whipping the slave. Braund’s translation indicates the 
opposite view. Courtney, 324. On verberat: “not personally” but Courtney has no comment 
on amicae. 
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However, Juvenal varies his usage and female friends are not the only 

women called amica. In 3.12, Juvenal calls Numa’s wife his amica: 

hinc, ubi nocturnae Numa constituebat amicae  

 
Here, where Numa used to date his nighttime girlfriend.1437  

 
Braund explains that: “Numa, the second king of Rome, claimed that his religious 

institutions were inspired by meetings with the nymph Egeria (Livy, 1.19.5).”1438 

However, the entire passage seems somewhat insulting as opposed to Livy’s version 

where she was Numa’s coniunx.1439 On this passage, Ferguson writes: 

Nocturnae: ‘Roman idiom’ we would say ‘by night’. ‘amicae: ‘his girlfriend’. 
This is the nymph Egeria, Numa’s inspiration, and in some traditions his 
consort. Livy in telling the story characteristically confounds two versions. In 
one Numa invents his meeting with the nymph to back up his reforms 
(1,19); in the other she is his wife and he invents meetings between her and 
the Camenae, goddesses of inspirations (1,21).1440  

 
Thus, her identity is confused in the sources but Juvenal seems to be making his 

point strongly that she was not a coniunx by using terminology indicative of a short-

term, sexual liaison and exaggerating the situation by having the couple meet at 

night.  

E. Courtney agrees that to refer to Egeria as a nocturna amica is “not a 

flattering description of a demi-goddess” and that coniunx is “less disrespectful.”1441 

Mayor also sees amica as “a less honest term than concubina.”1442 Clearly, amica, 

nocturnal or otherwise, is not respectful. Added to the use of nocturna, the verb 

used to describe the meeting is less than marital: Mayor notes that constituebat is 

the “technical term for an assignation” but sees the use of this verb and amicae as 

                                       
1437 Juv. 3.12. Braund’s translation, 167. Braund, Juvenal: Satires Book I, 175: no comment 
on this line. Parks Wright, Juvenal, 18, also has no comment but translates amica in a way 
that gives a different meaning: “used to make appointments to meet his mistress (Egeria) by 
night.” Ogilvie, 103-105, writes on this passage but says nothing on Egeria. 
1438 Braund, 167, n. 6. 
1439 Cf. Livy, 1.21.4.1: “cum coniuge sua Egeria.” 
1440 Ferguson, 137. Robinson, 98, in discussion of Numa and Egeria, states that Numa and 
Egeria met in a grove where they decided Rome’s religious institutions as Egeria was one of 
the Camenae (Italian Muses). “During these visits the two also made love, and the grove 
Numa consecrated to the Camenae.” 
1441 E. Courtney, A Commentary on the Satires of Juvenal (London: The Athlone Press, 1980), 
157. Courtney also notes that the use of nocturnae emphasises “furtiveness” as does the 
verb “constituebat” which “suggests furtive assignations.” 
1442 Mayor, 183. Mayor uses the Digest as evidence (50.16.144) and notes that in Livy (1.21) 
she is the coniunx of Numa. 
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“satirical.”1443 I would agree that this is a satirical portrait but, by using amica in a 

satirical way, Juvenal has informed us as to the connotations of the word. As Rudd 

and Barr noted, Livy “calls her Numa’s coniunx (‘wife’ or ‘mate’), but Juvenal casts 

doubt on the seriousness of the king’s motives.”1444 This lack of seriousness is 

implied by the entire passage with the various terms playing a role in order to work 

together to satirise the relationship. Numa was not meeting his wife; he was having 

an assignation with his amica at night in the woods. This is not a respectful 

relationship or a respectful term applied to the female partner. 

Juvenal used amica in other several other passages. In 4.20, he berates a 

spendthrift for buying an expensive fish for himself—at least if he had done this to 

curry favour with a magna amica it would be an understandable expense: 

consilium laudo artificis, si munere tanto   
praecipuam in tabulis ceram senis abstulit orbi;   
est ratio ulterior, magnae si misit amicae, 
quae vehitur clauso latis specularibus antro.  
nil tale expectes: emit sibi. 

!

I’m impressed by the genius’ plan, if by such a splendid gift he stole first 
place in the will of a childless old man or (an even better ploy) sent it to a 
grand mistress who rides in her closed cavern with its wide windows. Don’t 
expect anything like that. He bought it for himself!1445 

 
What is a magna amica? Courtney, among others, compares this to Satire 1.33 

where a man is referred to as a magnus amicus. Courtney translates this as “an 

important friend.”1446 It also seems to imply wealth as Courtney states that the 

amica’s “magnitudo explains how she could afford a large litter.” He compares this 

to Cass. Dio. 57.15.4 where we learn about the litters used by senators’ wives.1447 

                                       
1443 Mayor, 182. 
1444 Rudd and Barr, 154. 
1445 Juv. 4.20. Braund’s translation, 199. Robinson, 105, has no comment on this line. 
Ferguson, 161. Ferguson’s only comment is on ratio ulterior which he takes as “a deeper 
motive;” he has no comment on the use of amica. Barr and Rudd, 160, have no comment on 
this line. 
1446 Courtney, 94. 
1447 Courtney, 204. Mayor, 221, refers to I.33. On I.33, Mayor (102), seems to be meaning 
“wealthy” in agreement with the meaning found in Courtney. Parks Wright, Juvenal, 44, 
refers to I.33 where he glosses (p. 5) that an informer has betrayed a friend in high position. 
Thus magnus is being used to relate wealth or power. Similarly, Braund, Juvenal: Satires 
Book I, 84: magni delator amici: “the man who informed on his powerful friend.” This 
indicates that a magnus amicus or a magna amica is a powerful friend. Braund, Juvenal: 



  
 

 

539 

This does not imply that this magna amica was socially equivalent to a senator’s 

wife but that she has the same level of wealth as a senator’s wife. An additional 

connotation is that she is a wealthy/powerful/influential courtesan and that amica 

is being used for prostitute here. Thus, the author could understand a man trying 

to bribe his way into the good graces of a sought-after paramour making the 

connotation here, perhaps, that of an expensive prostitute or, even, a sought-after 

madam.  

In Satire 1.62, however, amica is used in an interesting way that adds to the 

nuanced meaning of the term. The amica is that of the chariot-driving show-off: 

dum pervolat axe citato / Flaminiam puer Automedon? nam lora tenebat / ipse, 
lacernatae cum se iactaret amicae. 
 
all the while racing his chariot along the Flaminian Way at top speed, a boy 
Automedon? Yes, really—he was holding the reins himself, while showing off 
to his girlfriend in the military cloak.1448 

 
Alfred Gudeman glossed the passage as follows: “A patrician youth who has 

squandered his ancestral wealth, so far forgets what Roman dignitas in a man of 

his social rank demanded, that he actually drives in person through one of the most 

frequented streets of Rome, for the purpose of showing off to his mistress.”1449 

However, is she his mistress or his girlfriend or is there another interpretation? 

Gudeman questioned the meaning of lacernatae as it applies to the amica. 

What does it signify that the amica is “open-mantled” or “clad in a short cloak”? 

First, the lacerna was a cloak worn exclusively by men.1450 Except, clearly, in this 

instance. Why would an amica be wearing it? Was it to disguise her in public? This 

seems unlikely as, noted by Gudeman, a short cloak like the lacerna would hide 

nothing. He is also concerned about the placement of this lady. Is the young man 

driving by her house? If so, why would she need to wear a cloak inside? Is she out 

                                       
Satires Book I, 240: magna amica: “a powerful woman” specifically “as a way of currying 
favour; this woman is the female equivalent of magni…amici (I.33n.).” 
1448 Juv. 1.62. Braund’s translation, 137. Braund’s n. 22: Automedon was Achilles’ 
charioteer in the Iliad. No note on lacernatae. Robinson, 81, has no comments. Rudd and 
Barr, 143, have no comments on lacernatae or amicae. Henry Parks Wright, Juvenal, 8, has 
nothing on the specific meaning of amica or lacernata but mentions, in a note, that the boy 
was showing off his driving skill to his mistress dressed in a man’s cloak. 
1449 Alfred Gudeman, “Notes on Juvenal I. 62 and VII. 114,” The Classical Review 14 (1900): 
158-160. 158. Gudeman’s emphasis. This is the only article or reference to this passage that 
I have been able to find. 
1450 Gudeman, 158. 
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on the street? If so, the young man must have planned this in advance and told her 

about his plan so that she would be outside to see him but that must mean it is 

raining if she needs to wear a cloak.1451 Gudeman argues that the text needs to be 

amended and lacernatae changed to lacernatus and, therefore, applied to the young 

man who has forgotten his dignitas to such a degree that he wears a charioteer’s 

cloak while driving in public.1452 This reading adds to the rebuke of this young 

man.  

 It is not necessary to change the gender of this word to make the youth 

appear more dissolute. If “lacernatae” is applied to the amica, it becomes clear that 

Juvenal is commenting on the character of the amica as well as that of the young 

man. What are the possibilities? Braund writes that: “his mistress or girl-friend 

wears a lacerna, a basic cloak worn by soldiers (Prop. 3.12.7) and muleteers (Petr. 

69.5) among others. She evidently thinks it fashionable to look ‘butch’.”1453 

Ferguson notes that: “the mistress is wearing a man’s clothing. Some interpreters, 

perhaps rightly, see lacernatae as meaning that the person is male, and amicae as 

satirical of the homosexual factor.”1454 However, another interpretation is that she 

is “fast.” As Courtney notes, “Either he has put his cloak around her to protect her 

from the dust, or (which seems more pointed) this ‘fast woman’ had dressed as a 

man.”1455 Courtney’s interpretation would seem to be the most fitting but perhaps 

the conclusion can be taken even further. This amica is beyond “fast.” 

 This young man drives down the street in a chariot to impress a woman, 

called an amica, whom he can expect to find standing on the street in broad 

                                       
1451 Gudeman, 159: “If the former be thought preferable, lacernatae is quite out of place, 
because the garment was never worn in-doors. If, on the other hand, we suppose the woman 
to have watched her lover from the street, we must assume that he had notified her 
previously of his plan; for he could not well have taken it for granted that his friend would 
be present to watch his unique performance. Again, he would scarcely have chosen an 
unpleasant day for his drive; but if so, his amica, supposing her present, would not under 
any circumstances have put on a lacerna; for this we are invariably told, was worn only in 
inclement weather or wherever men were for a long time exposed in the open air, as in the 
amphitheatre or in the military camp.” Gudeman’s emphasis.  
1452 Gudeman, 158-159. 
1453 Braund, Juvenal: Satires Book I, 90. Mayor, 113. “the mistress to whom he displays his 
skills is dressed as a man.” For amicae, Mayor states that this is “like ‘mistress’ in modern 
English, seldom used in an honest sense.” 
1454 Ferguson, 116. 
1455 E. Courtney, A Commentary on the Satires of Juvenal (London: The Athlone Press, 1980), 
99. 
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daylight wearing a man’s cloak. She is wearing a short, open, man’s cloak in public. 

Male dress, particularly the toga, was associated with prostitutes. This amica is 

wearing a short, open, cloak and is, therefore, “open for business.” She is a 

prostitute. This reading also adds to the rebuke of the young man as he is trying to 

impress a prostitute—and not just a prostitute but a street whore considered the 

lowest of the low. This reading addresses the problems of why a woman would be 

wearing a lacerna in public.  

 Though it is debatable how many prostitutes actually wore male clothing, 

specifically the toga, as a sign of their status, it is a literary construct for élite 

Roman male authors that they did so.1456 If we extrapolate from the élite perception 

that whores wore male clothing, specifically the toga, and add in the fact that the 

lacerna was a not-entirely-respectable male garment to start (Augustus forbade 

entrance to the Forum to anyone wearing a lacernus1457), it may not be taking 

interpretation too far to say that it is possible that Juvenal was mocking this 

woman as being low-class, or even a prostitute, in wearing the lacerna. As a literary 

construct, Juvenal’s audience may well have understood that a woman in a man’s 

cloak must be a whore, regardless of what real whores wore in Rome. 

Unfortunately, other instances of lacerna are rare. In Latin literature, the stem 

“lacerna” appears only forty-nine times, mostly in Martial with five other instances 

in Juvenal. All of these examples are of men wearing this cloak.1458 Of the forty-

nine matches for lacerna, only three are to the adjectival form lacernatus/a (as 

                                       
1456 Kelly Olson, “Matrona and Whore” in Prostitutes and Courtesans in the Ancient World, 
eds. Christopher A. Faraone and Laura K. McClure (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 
2006), 186-204, especially: 192-193. 
1457 Suet. Aug. 40.5. Etiam habitum vestitumque pristinum reducere studuit, ac visa quondam 

pro contione pullatorum turba indignabundus et clamitans: “en Romanos, rerum dominos, 

gentemque togatam!” negotium aedilibus dedit, ne quem posthac paterentur in Foro circave nisi 
positis lacernis togatum consistere. = “Augustus set himself to revive the ancient Roman dress 
and once, on seeing a group of men in dark cloaks among the crowd, quoted Virgil 
indignantly: ‘Behold them, conquerors of the world, all clad in Roman gowns!’ and 
instructed the aediles that no one should ever again be admitted to the Forum, or its 
environs, unless he wore a gown [toga] and no cloak [lacernus].” Suetonius, The Twelve 
Caesars, trans. Robert Graves (London: Penguin Books, 1957, revised by Michael Grant, 
1979), 77. 
1458 Juv. 1.27; 1.62; 3.148; 9.28; 10.212; 16.45. Mart. 1.92.7; 1.96.4; 2.29.3; 2.43.7; 4.61.5; 
5.8.12; 5.23.7; 6.59.5; 6.82.9; 6.82.12; 7.86.8; 7.92.7; 8.10.1; 8.28.22; 8.58.1; 9.22.13; 
10.87.10; 13.87.1; 14.131.0t; 14.132.1; 14.133.0t; 14.135.0t; 14.135.2; 14.140.1. 
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Juvenal uses it here) and the other two instances are masculine.1459 Therefore, as 

this is a one-time usage of an already rare form, it is difficult to speculate. Whether 

she was “butch,” or “fast,” or a prostitute, she was not respectable. The pejorative 

connotation seems established. 

In general, though Juvenal uses amica only rarely, the usage of amica when 

not related to “female friends of women” appears to be quite contemptuous—these 

were low women. The usage of it for a female friend of a woman appears almost 

neutral—it is simply a term of reference to indicate a female companion to another 

female. The contempt in these cases is aimed at the women themselves and not 

their amicae. But, when a sexual element is added, an amica appears to have been 

a term of dishonour in Juvenal. 

 

F. Martial 

Martial uses the word amica twenty-eight times in his Epigrams. He uses it 

to refer to his own or other men’s mistresses/girlfriends/lovers most often. He also 

defines it for us. An amica is a girl with whom one has sexual relations, though he 

puts it more succinctly than that: 

Ipsarum tribadum tribas, Philaeni,/ recte, quam futuis, vocas amicam.  
 
Lesbia of the very Lesbians, Philaenis, rightly do you call the girl you fuck 
your girl-friend.1460  

 
More will be said on this particular poem, below, but this meaning of amica, as the 

recipient of sexual intercourse, is the sense found most often in Martial’s use of 

amica. He refers to his own amicae six times. In 1.71, he lists five women as 

amicae—these are all his lovers: 

Laevia sex cyathis, septem Iustina bibatur,/ quinque Lycas, Lyde quattuor, Ida 
tribus. / omnis ab infuso numeretur amica Falerno, / et quia nulla venit, tu 
mihi, Somne, veni.  
 
Let Laevia be drunk in six measures, Justina in seven / Lycis in five, Lyde in 
four, Ida in three / Let each of my girls (amica) be numbered by the 

                                       
1459 Petron. Sat. 69.5.3: ultimo etiam in medium processit et modo harundinibus quassis 
choraulas imitatus est, modo lacernatus cum flagello mulionum fata egit…. 
Vell. Pat. 2.80.3.4: Quippe cum inermis et lacernatus esset, praeter nomen nihil trahens, 
ingressus castra Lepidi, euitatis quae iussu hominis prauissimi tela in eum iacta erant…. 
1460 Mart. 7.70.2. Shackleton Bailey’s translation. Martial, Epigrams, 3 vols, trans D.R, 
Shackleton Bailey (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 2: 135. 
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Falernian in my cup / And since none of them comes, do you, Sleep, come to 
me.1461 

 

These women are his mistresses.1462 He is not faithful to them but, as amicae, do 

they need or want faithfulness? In another example, he states that he is 

extravagant with his own amica while Flaccus is a cheapskate with his: 

Ferreus es, si stare potest tibi mentula, Flacce, / cum te sex cyathos orat amica 
gari, / vel duo frusta rogat cybii tenuemve lacertum / nec dignam toto se 
botryone putat; / cui portat gaudens ancilla paropside rubra / hallecem, sed 
quam protinus illa voret; / aut cum perfricuit frontem posuitque 
pudorem,  /sucida palliolo vellera quinque petit. / At mea me libram foliati 
poscat amica, / aut virides gemmas sardonychasve pares, / nec nisi prima 
velit de Tusco Serica vico, / aut centum aureolos sic velut aera roget. / Nunc tu 
velle putas haec me donare puellae? / Nolo, sed his ut sit digna puella volo.   

 

You are made of iron, Flaccus, if your cock can stand when your mistress 
begs you for half a pint of garum or asks for two pieces of tunny or a meagre 
mackerel and thinks herself unworthy of a whole bunch of grapes; one to 
whom her maid delightedly carries fish-sauce or a red platter for her to 
devour immediately; or, when she has rubbed her forehead and laid modesty 
aside, one who petitions for five greasy fleeces to make a small mantle. Let 
my mistress on the other hand demand a pound of foliatum or green gems 
or matching sardonyxes; let her want none but the finest silks from Tuscan 
Street, or let her ask me for a hundred gold pieces as if they were copper. Do 
you now suppose that I am minded to give my girl such things? I am not, 
but I wish my girl to be worthy of them.1463  

 
Thus, Propertius wants a girl who is worthy of extravagant gifts. He also neither 

wants too skinny an amica nor one who is too fat.1464 In rebuffing a woman he does 

                                       
1461 Mart. 1.71.3. Shackleton Bailey’s translation, I.95. Howell, 272, explains that Martial is 
toasting each woman by drinking as many ladles of wine as there are letters in her name. A 
cyathus was both a ladle and a measure that held 1/12 of a sextarius. This means that he 
likely drank, for all his amicae combined, almost a litre of wine. 
1462 Bridge and Lake, 26: mistresses. Howell, 272, notes that a girl failing to turn up for a 
rendezvous is a common topos “but one is hardly expected to assume that the poet has 
made an assignation with five girls simultaneously.” However, if amicae are sexual partners 
only, it is entirely possible that a group have been hired as entertainment for the evening. 
1463 Mart. 11.27. Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 27-29. See N. M. Kay, Martial Book XI: A 
Commentary (Oxford: Duckworth, 1985), 129. Kay translates amica as “girlfriend” and notes 
that the “quality of a girl is similarly assumed to be reflected in the gifts she asks for.” Kay, 
130, goes on to state: “Traditionally in Roman poetry the amica was demanding and 
expensive to keep” while “the girl who ‘sold’ her favours cheaply was thought suspect.” 
Martial cannot afford a high-class girl so would like his own to be worthy of good things but 
not to ask for them. 
1464 Mart. 11.100.1: Habere amicam nolo, Flacce, subtilem,/ Cuius lacertos anuli mei cingant = 
"Flaccus, I don’t want a slender girl friend whose arms would be encircled by my rings."  



  
 

 

544 

not wish to marry, he tells her that if they marry, he will not sleep with her but only 

with his amica, and that she may say nothing about it: 

Complectarque meam, nec tu prohibebis, amicam 
 
I shall embrace my mistress, and you will not forbid it.1465  

 
In telling his former paedagogus to stop nagging him, he states that his amica will 

testify to his manhood: 

Esse virum iam me dicet amica tibi.  
 
My mistress will tell you that I am a man now.1466  

 
As Kay explains, a boy has outgrown his paedagogus and “is intent on having his 

fling” and his amica will prove that he is now a man (and does not need his 

paedagogus) beause he is “sexually experienced.”1467 Thus, an amica is a sexual 

fling, the first of a young boy’s life, who helps him find his manhood. From Martial, 

we learn that a man might have many amicae. He is faithful to none of them and 

will have one, or more, even when married. The connotation is of “women with 

whom one has sex” and nothing more; this is not a deep, emotional relationship. 

This is further demonstrated by his use of it to refer to other men’s amicae. 

In nine passages, he uses amica for other men’s lovers.1468 As Williams states, 

“when used in relation to a man, amica is an unequivocal euphemism for his sexual 

                                       
Mart. 11.100.5: Sed idem amicam nolo mille librarum.  = "But neither do I want a girlfriend 
weighing a thousand pounds." Shackleton Bailey's translation, 3: 83.  Kay, 270, has nothing 
specifically on amica but comments on the desirability of women (girlfriends) in that they be 
not too fat and not too thin.  
1465 Mart. 11.23.7. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 3: 25. Kay, 121: “a witty exploitation of 
the Roman ideal of the submissive and obedient wife” which Marital reduces “to absurdity 
by cataloguing the sexual humiliations Sila is to suffer.” 
1466 Mart. 11.39.16. Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 3: 37. 
1467 Kay, 153-154. 
1468 Mart. 2.62.3; Mart. 3.69.6; Mart. 9.2.1 (in relation to this passage, Henriksen, 62, does 
not comment specifically on the use of amica but notes that this is in the pattern of Martial’s 
complaint poems over the stinginess of patrons and friends: “Lupus is even worse than 
most, being greedy to his clients but lavish to his mistress”); Mart. 10.86.1; Mart. 11.27.2; 
Mart. 14.9.1 (in relation to this passage, Leary, 64, points out that the verb in the second 
line, rogo, is used in requests for sex; this adds to the sexual meaning of amica here in that 
an amica sends or receives sexual invitations on tablets); Mart. 14.156.1; Mart. 14.187.2 (in 
relation to this passage, Leary points out (252), the meaning is: “Menander was so busy 
writing the Thais as young man that he did not have time for any love affairs of his own. His 
work was his mistress.” But, the sexual purpose is explored through the use of ludo in line 1 
which has a sexual undertone. For more see Leary, 252 and Adams, 162).  
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partner.”1469 Included in these are such examples as the man who spends so much 

on his amica that he has made a pauper of himself.1470 We also have general 

information on a man and his amica and how they arrange assignations: 

Tunc triplices nostros non vilia dona putabis,  
Cum se venturam scribet amica tibi.  
 
You will think our three-leaved tablets no paltry gift when your  
mistress writes to you that she is coming.1471  

 
Leary notes that “a lover would send invitations to his girl on triplices.” The purpose 

of the girl’s visit is sexual and is indicated, as Leary observes by the verb: 

“venturam: venire here means specifically ‘to come for the purpose of having sex’.” 

It has the same meaning in Ovid, Am. 1.11.5.1472 

Martial, as we have already seen with earlier authors, also uses amica in a 

derogatory sense. He condemns Galla, who is letting her children starve in favour of 

her lover, to be an amica always. 

Cum placeat Phileros tota tibi dote redemptus, / tres pateris natos, Galla, 
perire fame. / Praestatur cano tanta indulgentia cunno, / Quem nec casta 
potest iam decuisse Venus./ Perpetuam di te faciant Philerotis amicam, / O 
mater, qua nec Pontia deterior. 

 
While Phileros, whom you bought with your entire dowry, Galla, gives you 
pleasure, you let your three children starve to death. Such is the indulgence 
awarded to your hoary cunt, which even chaste love can no longer befit. May 
the gods make you Phileros’ mistress for ever and a day, mother no better 
than Pontia herself.1473 

 
But, as Williams points out, this is not any lover: she is involved with a slave and 

has spent all her money on him at the expense of her children. And, as he and 

Evans-Grubbs have noted, women involved in affairs with slaves were rebuked 

harshly in contrast to men involved in relationships with female slaves.1474 It 

appears that this disapproval may be highlighted by the use of amica to describe 

                                       
1469 Williams, Martial: Epigrams Book Two, 132. 
1470 Mart. 9.2.1: Pauper amicitiae cum sis, Lupe, non es amicae, / Et queritur de te mentula 
sola nihil. = “To friendship, Lupus, you are a poor man, but not to your mistress; and only 
your cock has no complaint to make of you.” Shackleton Bailey's translation, 2: 235. 
1471 Mart. 14.6.2. Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 3: 229. 
1472 See T. J. Leary, Martial, Book XIV: The Apophoreta, 60-61. 
1473 Mart. 2.34.5. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 1: 159.  
1474 Williams, 130. Whereas Shackleton Bailey translates amica as mistress, Williams 
translates as “girlfriend.” For Roman disapproval of uneven relations between upper-class 
women and lower-class men, see Evans-Grubbs, “Marriage More Shameful.” 
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the woman: by entering a sexual relationship with a slave, she has reduced herself 

to an amica and, as Martial notes, it would be fitting if that were all she ever was as 

she has shamed herself so as not to be morally eligible for any other female role. 

This may be similar to the view seen in Seneca the Younger that married women 

involved in affairs were amicae. These women, as Galla has here, had debased 

themselves to the extent that they were lowly amicae. 

The negative connotations continue in Martial. Amicae can also be 

haughty1475 and deceitful.1476 And a man who masturbates has turned his hand 

into an amica.  

Pontice, quod numquam futuis, sed paelice laeva / Uteris et Veneri servit amica 
manus / Hoc nihil esse putas? 
 
Ponticus, do you think it nothing that you never fuck but use your left hand 
as a mistress and make it a kindly servant to your lust?1477 

 
Adams sees this as an indirect phrase indicating masturbation,1478 and it clearly is, 

but implied within that is the purpose of an amica: sex. Lacking an amica, one can 

use one’s hand to replace the missing amica. This clearly gives the sense of what 

purpose an amica had. Similarly, there is the supposedly casta matrona who speaks 

like a common amica: 

Lectulus has voces, nec lectulus audiat omnis,/ Sed quem lascivo stravit amica 
viro./ Scire cupis quo casta modo matrona loquaris? 
 
Let the bed hear such expressions, and not every bed at that, but one made 
for a game-some gentleman by his lady-friend. Do you wish to know how you 
talk, you, a respectable married woman?1479   

                                       
1475 Mart. 4.29.5: Rara iuvant: primis sic maior gratia pomis, / Hibernae pretium sic meruere 
rosae;  / Sic spoliatricem commendat fastus amicam, / Ianua nec iuvenem semper aperta tenet. 
 = “Rarities are relished. So the first apples find more favor, so winter roses earn their price. 
So a rapacious mistress is commended by her haughty ways and the ever open door does 
not hold the young man.” Shackleton Bailey's translation, 1: 301. In a discussion of how 
Martial has so many books of poetry that people weary of them, he notes that this is like an 
easy mistress—no one wants her if she is readily available. Moreno Soldevila, 253-255. Poem 
concentrates on poetic imagery including the exclusus amator and the avara puella with the 
“erotic principle that resistance is more attractive than compliance.”   
1476 Mart. 5.42.5:  Dispensatorem fallax spoliabit amica = “A deceitful amica will rob your 
Dispensator.” Howell, Martial, Epigrams V, 49, translates this as “treacherous girl-friend” but 
has no other comment (128) on the specific use of amica otherwise. 
1477 Mart. 9.41.2. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 2: 269. 
1478 Adams, Latin Sexual Vocabulary, 209. Henriksen, 196-198, also has this interpretation 
and connects it to laeva amica. 
1479 Mart. 10.68.8. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 2: 387. Watson and Watson, Select 
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This is inappropriate but it is inappropriate because it is the language of whores. As 

Watson and Watson note, this poem is “an attack on Laelia, a Roman matrona, for 

her affection of Greek endearments. Such language, objects M., is more suited to a 

prostitute than to a well-born Roman lady.”1480 They continue by explaining that 

this is the type of language that Ovid recommended to meretrices in the Ars and 

that an amica is the equivalent of a meretrix: “Such women made a feature of erotic 

language.”1481 The connotation of amica as prostitute continues. 

Martial used amica to identify particular women who are the amicae of men. 

Interestingly, he refers to Lesbia as Catullus’ amica: 

Accidit infandum nostrae scelus, Aule, puellae; / Amisit lusus deliciasque 
suas: / Non quales teneri ploravit amica Catulli / Lesbia, nequitiis passeris 
orba sui  
 
An unspeakable villainy has afflicted my girl, Aulus: she has lost her 
plaything and pet, not such as tender Catullus’ mistress wept for, Lesbia, 
bereaved of her sparrow's naughty tricks....1482  

 
This was a term Catullus only used when he was being particularly insulting. Was 

this the reputation of Lesbia in Martial’s time or had amica become a more 

commonly used term with more varied meanings by Marital’s time? He also uses 

amica to refer to Helen of Troy as an amica with the implication that she gave up 

everything for material gain:1483 

Nos Lacedaemoniae pastor donavit amicae: / Deterior Ledae purpura matris 
erat. 

                                       
Epigrams, 227 (Poem 41 in Watson and Watson), have a slightly different translation: “you 
use Greek endearments on every occasion—you a native-born Roman! Such language 
belongs to the bedroom—and the bedroom of whores at that.” I was unable to access two 
unpublished doctoral dissertations on Book 10. Charlotte Francis, “Martial Epigrammata, 
Book X: A Commentary” (PhD Dissertation: University of Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand, 
2006) and J. Jenkins, “A Commentary on Selected Epigrams from Martial Book 10” (PhD 
Dissertation, University of Cambridge, 1982). 
1480 Watson and Watson, Select Epigrams, 227. 
1481 Watson and Watson, Select Epigrams, 228, write that amica = meretrix, and refer to 
Adams, 1983. 
1482 Mart. 7.14.3. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 2: 85. Galán Vioque, 121-122, has no 
comment on the use of amica specifically for Lesbia. Galán Vioque simply states that it was a 
common topos to refer to Lesbia, the lover of Catullus and his inspiration. The main purpose 
of this poem is to compare the death of a bird for Lesbia to the death of a slave with a 
promising penis to Martial’s beloved. 
1483 Leary, 218.  
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The shepherd gave us to his Lacedaemonian mistress. Her mother Leda’s 
purple was inferior.1484  

 

Calling Helen an amica is insulting. Elsewhere, in 1.62.6, Martial uses Helen to 

“characterise an unfaithful wife.”1485 Calling her an amica here adds to that 

portrait. She has given up everything to become merely an amica. Ovid had also 

done this (Ov. Her. 5.70) and in both authors it was intended as insulting. There 

was nothing honourable about Helen and her relationship with Paris—she was just 

an amica. 

Only rarely does Martial use amica to refer to a female friend of a female and 

this is not always in a flattering sense either. In Epigram 8.79, a woman has ugly 

amicae with her so she will seem pretty by comparison: 

Omnes aut vetulas habes amicas / Aut turpes vetulisque foediores. / Has 
ducis comites trahisque tecum / per convivia, porticus, theatra. / sic formosa, 
Fabulla, sic puella es. 
 
All your women friends are either old hags or frights uglier than old hags. 
These are your companions whom you bring with you and trail through 
dinner parties, colonnades, theatres. In this way, Fabulla, you are a beauty, 
you are a girl.1486 

 

And in 11.7, a married woman seeks an assignation by visiting a sick amica: 

Infelix, quid ages? aegram simulabis amicam? 
 

What will you do, wretched woman? Pretend a sick friend?1487 
 
This was a common ploy of lovers as other poets, such as Ovid, have shown. On the 

use of amica, Kay notes that: “a friend’s illness was a good excuse for the adulteress 

since it entailed an officium to visit the sufferer. Visiting the sick was a 

commonplace of the ancient concept of friendship…if a wife claimed her friend was 

ill, it would have been morally wrong for her husband to refuse permission to go 

and see her.” She also comments, as above, that Ovid used the same excuse in Am. 

                                       
1484 Mart. 14.156.1. Shackleton Bailey (3: 287 and 286, n. b) identifies this as Helen. This is 
also indicated by Lacedaemonian and Leda, who was Helen’s mother in mythology.  
1485 Leary, 218, does not comment specifically on the use of amica for Helen but he notes 
that in 1.62.6, Martial uses Helen to “characterise an unfaithful wife.” 
1486 Mart. 8.79.1. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 2: 229. 
1487 Mart. 11.7.7. Shackleton Bailey's translation, 3: 11. 
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2.2.21f.1488 

Martial also uses it to refer to the female friend of his own mistress whom 

she is trying to impress.1489 Kay argues that: “Phyllis is the traditional avaricious 

amica who milks her men friends for all they are worth” before also noting that 

Phyllis was a Greek name “typical of prostitutes and courtesans.”1490 In this sense, 

it is simply as a female friend but again, it is not a flattering portrait of these 

women that is given: several are ugly, one is aiding and abetting adultery, and one 

is only worthy of being hosted due to her wealth. 

In two interesting passages, amica has the connotation of female same-sex 

partner. The topic of female homoeroticism is rare in Latin literature and Martial is 

the exception. Even in Martial, this meaning of amica and the discussion of female 

same-sex relationships is rare.1491 He states in Ep 7.70.2:  

Ipsarum tribadum tribas, Philaeni,/ recte, quam futuis, vocas amicam.  
 
Lesbia of the very Lesbians, Philaenis, rightly do you call the girl you fuck 
your girl-friend.1492 
 

Tribas indicates women who have sexual intercourse with other women and are, 

therefore, female same-sex partners, although it is doubtful that Martial meant 

anything as respectful as the modern term “lesbian” when he called Philaenis a 

tribas, a woman with an “insatiable sexual appetite” acting in the role of a male 

penetrator.1493 Indeed, as Holt N. Parker has shown, women who were active in 

sexual acts were considered by the Romans to be abnormal and were called tribas 

(lesbian) or virago (man-like woman) or moecha (adulteress). The Romans had no 

conception of lesbians in the modern sense—a tribas was a woman who attempted 

to penetrate another woman; her sexuality and role were masculinized.1494 Women 

such as these were traditionally satirised whenever they were (rarely) mentioned: As 

Galán Vioque notes, in 7.67 (and one can extrapolate to 7.70), Martial wrote “a 

                                       
1488 Kay, 79. For Ovid’s use at Am. 2.2.21, see above, p. 527, n. 1384. 
1489 Mart. 11.49.10: Indixit cenam dives amica tibi = "now a rich friend has invited herself to 
dinner" Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 3: 45.  
1490 Kay, 175. 
1491 Watson and Watson, Select Epigrams, 251, note that this is one of three poems, together 
with 7.67 and 1.90, discussing lesbianism. 
1492 Mart. 7.70.2. Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 2: 135. 
1493 Galán Vioque, 402. 
1494 Holt N. Parker, “The Teratogenic Grid” in Roman Sexualities, eds. Judith P. Hallett and 
Marilyn B. Skinner (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 48 and 59.  
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criticism of the disorderly life of a lesbian, whose sexuality and gluttony are 

unbridled. This is an example of the commonplace of ridiculing a phallic 

woman.”1495 Everything about these two poems is part of a critique of an 

inappropriate life but the view of the amica transcends the gender of her penetrator. 

An amica was for penetrating, whether by a male or by a female. 

Philaenis is a woman, the same Philaenis who engages in oral sex with 

women and is called a tribas/lesbian by Martial in 7.67.1496 The amica here is the 

lover of another woman and both are looked down on.1497 Judith P. Hallett sees this 

poem as mocking the “inappropriate virility” of Philaenis by using the appropriate 

word for a woman who is vaginally penetrated, incorrectly, by another woman.1498 

Thus, the very dichotomy of a female penetrating an amica shows the purpose of an 

amica and the oddity of her being used by another woman, even a masculine one 

such as Philaenis. Galán Vioque has observed that the use of amica is appropriate 

on two levels. First, she is the amica mulieris of Philaenis and so can be called 

amica with no “pejorative connotations.”1499 But, she is also the amica viri of 

Philaenis and, as such, it is correct to call her an amica, which Galán Vioque sees 

as “the term used by Roman men for their bed partners” or as synonymous with a 

                                       
1495 Galán Vioque, 382. On Mart. 7.67, Galán Vioque, 382-383, also notes that Philaenis was 
a common name for the “femme fatale” in Martial and in other literature. “She is frequently 
mentioned in Greek Literature with similar connotations of excessive libido, and in 
particular as the authoress of an erotic book on sexual positions which is frequently cited in 
the 3rd c. BC.” 
1496 Mart. 7.67: “Pedicat pueros tribas Philaenis…” = “Lesbian Philaenis sodomizes little 
boys…” Shackleton Bailey’s translation, 2: 133. See also: Eve Cantarella, Bisexuality in the 
Ancient World, trans. Cormac Ó Cuilleanáin (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2002), 
166-169. Parker, “Teratogenic Grid,” 59. Parker notes that this is the only example of 
female-female cunnilingus. Watson and Watson, Select Epigrams, 251. Poem 50 in their 
edition: “This epigram attacks the female homosexual Philaenis, who, by her sexual 
practices, athletic endeavours, and drinking and eating habits seeks to outdo any male. This 
is one of three epigrams by M. on the topic of Lesbianism (cf. 1.90 and 7.70), a subject of 
which we hear relatively little in classical antiquity, almost all of it hostile. The basic 
objection against such females is that they act in a manner contrary to nature, by usurping 
male sexual and social prerogatives.” 
1497 See Cantarella for Roman views of lesbianism as abhorrent. 
1498 Judith P. Hallett, “Female Homoeroticism and the Denial of Roman Reality in Latin 
Literature” in Roman Sexualities, eds. Judith P. Hallett and Marilyn B. Skinner (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997), 262. As a result of this dichotomy, Martial’s meaning here 
is likely quite a bit less pleasant than Shackleton Bailey’s translation with a meaning along 
the lines of: “Philaenis: you cunt-licker of all cunt-lickers. You bet you call that one you fuck 
an amica!” 
1499 Galán Vioque, 403. 
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concubine or scortum or meretrix.1500 Even in the case of a relationship with a 

woman, then, an amica’s function can be primarily sexual but especially in this 

case, that function has been expropriated inappropriately by the wrong gender. 

When looking at 4.24, Martial states: 

Omnes quas habuit, Fabiane, Lycoris amicas / Extulit: uxori fiat amica meae.  
 
Lycoris has buried every friend she had, Fabianus. 
Let her make friends with my wife.1501  

 
The speaker wishes for Lycoris to be a friend of his wife, in the hope that as Lycoris’ 

amica, his wife would also die. This is traditionally the interpretation, in which case 

amica simply means “female friend.”1502  

 Thus, in Martial, we have seen multiple connotations for amica. He used it of 

a female friend of a woman in a platonic sense, though sometimes with a 

disparaging tone. He used it of mistresses or lovers of men. Again, this was, at 

times, used with a negative undertone. Lastly, and most rarely, he used it to mean 

lesbian in order to describe the lover of a woman. Martial’s understanding of this 

word was, by far, the most complex but the negative connotations of this term were 

still represented in his usage. 

 

G. Aulus Gellius 

The last author, Aulus Gellius (c. 125-180 C.E.), uses amica for a girl twice. 

In one, he reports that a poet, Gnaeus Naevius, wrote that Scipio was not an 

austere young man. He had a lover/girlfriend/mistress/amica and, one night, his 

father had to lead him home from her wearing only a single cloak: 

etiam qui res magnas manu saepe gessit gloriose, cuius facta uiua nunc uigent, 
qui apud gentes solus praestat, eum suus pater cum pallio uno ab amica 
abduxit.  

                                       
1500 Galán Vioque, 403. 
1501 Mart. 4.24. Shackleton Bailey’s translation, I.297. 
1502 Moreno Soldevila, 233: “All of Lycoris’ friends have died. The poet apparently feels pity 
for her loneliness and suggests that she should become acquainted with his wife, thus 
maliciously wishing a similar end for her. The joke is multi-layered: there is a hint that 
Lycoris may have killed her friends, or that she is a jinx; another implication may be that 
Lycoris is so old that she has already lost her coetaneous acquaintances. At any rate, this is 
a doubly misogynous epigram, drawing on satirical topics such as old women and scorn for 
wives.” Also, on extulit, Moreno Soldevila, 233. Extulit: one meaning was “to carry out for 
burial” or “to lose a loved one” but can also be less innocent and imply “to kill.” Bridge and 
Lake, 74, have the same interpretation. 
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(in reference to Scipio, when young): even he, who had often done great 
things and whose glory and deeds still live, and to whom the nations bow 
down, his father once led home in a single cloak from his amica.1503 
  

Here, an amica seems to be the type of girl with whom a young man has a short 

affair while sowing his wild oats, so to speak. In NA 20.9.2.4, he uses it to mean a 

lover or girlfriend as well when he quotes another writer as penning the words:  

sinuque amicam refice frigidam caldo columbulatim labra conserens labris. 
 
Revive your frigid amica in your warm lap; close joining lip to lip like an 
amorous dove.1504  

 
This does not appear to be quite as disparaging as the use seen in Catullus but is 

similar to that found in Martial II.39.16 where an amica makes a man of a boy, 

sexually. This may indicate that the meaning has altered slightly in the years 

between the late Republic and the later imperial period. However, the context, 

particularly of the second verse, makes this uncertain. Aulus Gellius was quoting 

another author, Gnaeus Matius: “Antonius Julianus used to say that his ears were 

soothed and charmed by the newly-coined words of Gnaeus Matius, a man of 

learning, such as the following, which he said were written by Matius in his 

Mimiambi.” He then gives the “frigid amica” verse.1505 Matius was a poet of the early 

first century B.C.E.1506 and so his use of amica may be early and representative of 

the Republic rather than of Gellius' time. Thus, this more neutral meaning of amica 

                                       
1503  Gell. NA. 7.8.5.8. Gellius, Noctes Atticae, ed. C. Hosius (Stuttgart: Bibliotheca 
Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana, 1903). Hosius has no comments on 
this passage. Rolfe, The Attic Nights, 2: 115. Rolfe has no comments. Barry Baldwin, Studies 
in Aulus Gellius (Lawrence, KS: Coronado Press, 1975), no comments on this passage. 
Leofranc Holford-Strevens, Aulus Gellius (London: Duckworth, 1988), no comments. 
1504 Gell. NA. 20.9.2.4. Wytse Keulen, Gellius the Satirist: Roman Cultural Authority in Attic 
Nights (Leiden: Brill, 2009), no comments on either passage. Maria Laura Astarita, La 
Cultura Nelle <<Noctes Atticae>> (Catania: Centro di Studi Sull’Antico Christianesimo, 
Università di Catania, 1993), 59, on 20.9, has a discussion of Julianus but no comment on 
usage of amica. Astarita also has no comments on 7.8.5 and it is not listed in index of 
passages. Weiss has no comments on the use of amica in either passage. Hosius has no 
comments on this passage. Rolfe, The Attic Nights, 3: 445. Rolfe has no comments. Baldwin, 
43, has a discussion on the identity of Julianus but nothing on the usage of amica. Holford-
Strevens, Aulus Gellius, no comments. 
1505 Rolfe, The Attic Nights, 3: 445: 20.9.2.4.  
1506 “Matius” in Brill's New Pauly, eds. Hubert Cancik and Helmuth Schneider (Brill, 2010). 
Brill Online. University of Calgary. 16 March 2010. 
http://www.brillonline.nl.ezproxy.lib.ucalgary.ca/subscriber/entry?entry=bnp_e726620 
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may be an earlier meaning, pre-dating that of Catullus. In both cases, however, in 

which Gellius quotes verses containing the term amica and both verses are from 

much earlier authors, the intimate meaning of the term amica is clear.  

 

III. Conclusions on Amicae 

In Latin literature, the amica is a female platonic friend (of a woman), a 

sexual partner of a male or female partner, or a prostitute. It also is a term 

sometimes involving a certain amount of disparagement, particularly when a sexual 

connotation is part of the context.  With the exceptions of Seneca the Elder, who 

seems rather neutral in his use of this term when compared to Seneca the Younger, 

and Propertius, who seems to have a more varied use of the term from neutral to 

insulting to homo-erotic, this tone of disapproval seems fairly consistent through 

time and genre. Amica is rarely used to mean a friend and, when it is, is seems to 

be “female friend of a female” and not “female platonic friend of a man.” Even when 

it is used to mean “friend of a woman” it is with some disparagement as amicae are 

often supporters of adultery. Amica also seems to have connotations of same-sex 

relationships though this is very rare. This rareness may be due to the underlying 

unease felt by the Romans over the topic of female homoeroticism and a resulting 

avoidance of the subject.1507 But, although rare, this may have been understood as 

a connotation of the term. As we have seen, this is the opposite of the findings for 

the epitaphs of Rome where it is often used to commemorate a (likely platonic) 

female friend of a woman and also, perhaps, the platonic friendship of women and 

men and groups of men and women. There seems, therefore, to be a dichotomy 

between the use of this word in the élite literature to mean a lover (of a man or a 

woman) and the use of this word by the lower classes in epitaphs to represent a 

friend who happened to be female. This indicates that for the lower classes of Rome, 

an amica was an amica not a concubina or a pellex. Whereas the terms may have 

been slightly more interchangeable for the upper classes when used of a female 

intimate partner, for the lower classes of Rome, as evidenced by the epitaphs, the 

terms had distinct meanings.  The purpose of an amica in Latin literature was, for 

                                       
1507 For the avoidance and disparagement of same-sex female relations by Roman authors, 
see Watson and Watson, Select Epigrams, 251; Cantarella, Bisexuality, 166-169; Parker, 
“Tertatogenic Grid,” 59. 
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the most part, sexual, and potentially of short duration as well. This is exactly the 

opposite of the use of the word in the epitaphs where the majority of the admittedly 

few amicae inscriptions record same-sex (likely platonic) friendships. 

 
 


