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Abstract

The aim of the paper is to identify and interpret the references to dowry in the comedies of T. 
Maccius Plautus (ca. 254–184 BCE). Plautus has traditionally been regarded as a valuable source 
for the pre-classical Roman law, as most of the preserved Roman legal texts are from the classi-
cal, postclassical and Justinianic era. Since Plautus adapted new Attic comedies, his works have 
intermixed Greek and Roman elements, which poses a challenge from the interpretative perspec-
tive. The paper offers a short introduction into the evolution of dowry in Greek and Roman world 
and then proceeds to the analysis of the use of lexeme “dos” and its derivates in the comedies 
of Plautus. Based on higher frequency of attested use of these lexemes in two comedies, Tri-
nummus and Aulularia are singled out for a more detailed analysis, followed by a more general 
examination of the remaining plays.
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Introduction

Dowry is a  key social and legal institute of the matrimonial property law of the 
ancient world. Legal regulation of dowry in the Roman law is known from the clas-
sical period onwards, however its form and above all its actual usage in the archaic 
and pre-classical era is not well documented in the purely legal sources.1 In the 
absence of other sources Plautus has therefore been traditionally seen as a valuable 
source of information for the pre-classical period. The challenge of using Plautine 
sources is that as a result of adaptation of Greek original comedies for the Roman 
audience the Roman and Greek elements are intermingled in his plays. Since the 19th 
Century there is an ongoing debate on how much law in Plautus is actually Roman, 
Greek or neither of both. Costu and Penard were strong advocates for the authentic-
ity of Roman law contained in the Plautine comedies (Costu 1890; Penard 1900; more 
recently Estavan 1966), but there were also sceptics postulating that nothing can be 
classified as exclusively Roman or Greek, if it cannot be proved that it is in accordance 
with one law and contrary to the other (e.g. Fredershausen 1906; for a more recent 
summary of this discussion see Karakasis 2003).2 There is however also a third possi-
bility – that we are confronted with fictious laws of Plautinopolis, which Plautus uses 
to unfold the plot of the comedies. In this regard The Cambridge History of Classical 
Literature (Gratwick 1982) was a major breakthrough by suggesting that the action 
of Plautus’ comedies takes place in a civitas graecoromana, a term which captures the 
hybrid nature of the world of Plautus’s comedies and even more accurately in Plauti-
nopolis, which highlights the fictitiousness of Plautus’ world – a community existing 
only in the world of Plautus’ fantasy, in which specific laws and eternal Saturnalia 
rule.3 In this fictional Greco-Roman town, Greek and Roman elements are deliber-
ately combined to heighten the comical effect.

1	 The archaic period of Roman law spans from the foundation of Rome until the start of the Punic Wars. 
The pre-classical period covers the Punic Wars (264–146 BCE), i.e. later republic, while the classical 
period extends from the end of the first century BCE to around 250 CE and roughly coincides with 
principate. Post-classical law lasts from 250 CE/3rd Century until the end of antiquity. Finally, Justini-
anic law refers to the period of the reign of Justinian I, during which the great codification took place 
(527–565 CE) (Kaser, Knütel & Lohsse 2017: pp. 2–9). Most of the content of Roman law is known 
from the Justinianic codification, which includes fragments from jurists (Digesta) and enactments of 
the emperors (Codex) from the classical period onward.

2	 Such a  methodological criterion is however difficult to meet, since the Greek original plays from 
which Plautus drew his inspiration have mostly not survived and other purely Roman legal sources 
from this era are scarce.

3	 In Plautus’s comedy Poenulus, there is an interesting scene about the promise of citizenship. The plot 
of the comedy takes place in the Greek city of Calydon (in Aetolia). Agorastocles, a young man in 
love, promises his mistress Adelphasium, who is a prostitute and a slave, that he will obtain citizen-
ship for her: but he promises her Athenian citizenship. The situation seems bizzare not only because 
the young man living in Calydon promises Athenian citizenship to a slave woman living in Calydon 
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Dowry has a relatively large number of common elements in both the Greek 
(Attic) and Roman law – although it did not constitute a formal condition for the 
conclusion of marriage, its provision was socially and morally almost always required 
and thus fulfilled a very similar if not identical societal function in both Greece and 
Rome.4 It cannot be reasonably expected of the comedies to cover the most important 
difference between both laws – the question of formal ownership of dowry during the 
marriage and the comedies do not do so. Since the institute if dowry is similar under 
both laws, after a short general introduction into the topic we opted in the first step 
to conduct a frequency analysis of the use of lexeme “dos” and its derivates in all of 
the comedies of Plautus. Based on this we have identified two comedies (Trinummus 
and Aulularia) with the highest frequency of the use of the lexeme and its derivatives 
and subjected their use of the identified lexemes to a more detailed analysis. Finally, 
we also analysed the use of the lexemes in other comedies.

1. General observations

In the Greek and Roman world of antiquity, it was common to provide dowry to 
the bride upon marriage. Historically it has been suggested that dowry as a social 
and legal institute emerged in connection with the payment of the purchase price 
for the bride once marriages began to be concluded through negotiated settlements 
between families as opposed to the use of overt violence (i.e. kidnapping). It has 
been observed that among the Homeric Greeks, it was the groom who gave a dowry 
(ἔεδνα)5 to the bride’s father, namely cattle, valuables and gold, while the bride was 
also supposed to bring a dowry to the groom’s house in the form of clothes and 
jewels (Svoboda 1974: p. 667). In historical times, dowry (ἕδνα) was supposed to 
be brought only by the bride according to a contract agreed by her parents, while at 

as well, but also because in the Greek world there was no such mode of manumission from slavery 
and acquisition of citizenship as in Rome. Mazzara (2021), author of Plautinopolis: Imagination and 
Representation in Plautus’ Roman Comedy, in her quest for a deeper dive into the world of Plautus’ 
comedies, proposed that the fantastic element in Plautus’ environment goes far beyond the Greco-Ro-
man cultural hybridity observed by Gratwick (1982). Based on theories about the principles of cre-
ating secondary worlds such as Star Wars or Discworld from sci-fi and fantasy literature, she shows 
that Plautinopolis has several typical features of a so-called secondary world. This all presents a caveat 
that Plautus’ comedies are a literary text from which legal rules must be deduced carefully and always 
bearing in mind the fact that they can be used for the purpose of gradation of comedy.

4	 For an actual example of coexistence of Roman and Greek laws in the provincial practice of the 
Roman Empire regarding claim to dowry in the province of Arabia Petrae, where Roman, Hellenistic 
and Jewish legal influences mix, see Dančiaková (2024: pp. 74, 79).

5	 In Homeric Greek the form ἔεδνα, i.e. with vocal prothesis (ἔ-(ϝ)εδνα), is attested instead of the more 
usual ἕδνα.
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the same time gifts from the groom to the bride were assumed to provide material 
support for the bride in case she outlived her husband.6 This view was however sub-
jected to criticism on textual grounds (absence of explicit mention of the purchase 
of wife in Homer)7 as well on arguments stemming from economic logic.8

While during the Homeric period husband paid ἕδνα to the wife’s father, in the 
classical Athens it was the wife who brought a financial contribution to the marriage 
(προΐξ), which can be translated originally in Homeric Greek as “gift”, “present” and 
afterwards as “marriage-portion” or “dowry”.9 This shift was explained in connec-
tion with the rising costs of maintaining an urban household in the Attic period in 
contrast to the Homeric times (Hruza 1894: pp. 24–25). Προΐξ thus served ad onera 
matrimonii ferenda and was provided by the bride’s father. Additionally, the dowry 
also fulfilled an indirect stabilizing function of the marriage, because in the event of 
dissolution of the marriage, the husband was obliged to return the value of the dowry, 
for which he did not always possessed the means.

In Rome from the archaic period the bride brought property or peculium, which 
was probably already called dos, to her husband’s house (Bonfante 1896: p. 153). The 
origin of this word was traditionally associated with the verbs dare or donare and 
was subjected to etymological speculation even in antiquity.10 There is no evidence 
in Rome that dowry was ever provided by the husband and thus could not be under-
stood as a remnant of the purchase price of wife.11 It has been argued that Roman 

6	 Svoboda (1974: p. 667).
7	 According to E. Hruza, there is no explicit mention of a purchase of wife in Homer, but only of the 

purchased female slave who was supposed to bring Odysseus into the world (Od. XIV 202, 203: ἐμὲ 
δ᾽ ὠνητὴ τέκε μήτηρ παλλακίς). In connection with the wife the term μνηστὴ ἄλοχος is most often 
spoken of, i.e. wife for whom the bridegroom applied (i.e. a proper wife). Thus, the wife was not the 
one bought, but the one that someone applied for (Hruza 1892: p. 12).

8	 The price of cattle, which usually formed the subject matter of ἕδνα, was relatively low not only in 
the Homeric but also in the Attic period (in Solon’s time the price of a cow/ox was 5 drachmae and 
of sheep 1 drachma). If Iphidamas in XI. song of the Iliad had promised to give a hundred cows at 
first, and then a further thousand besides sheep and goats (Il. XI 244, 245: πρῶθ᾽ ἑκατὸν βοῦς δῶκεν, 
ἔπειτα δὲ χίλι᾽ ὑπέστη αἶγας ὁμοῦ καὶ ὄϊς), he would be offering a dowry for a noble daughter in the 
range of 500–1000 drachmas. This seems to be a small amount when considering that the price of 
cattle was lower in the Homeric than in the Attic period. In addition, the bride’s father used to give 
special gifts (δῶρα) to the bride (Hruza 1892: p. 13).

9	 Based on Liddell, Scott & Jones A Greek–English Lexicon.
10	 Festus derived the etymological origin of dos from the Greek διδόναι (Fest. 69: Dotem manifestum 

est ex Graeco esse) and Varro presumed the origin of the word to lie in δωτίνη and sees a connection 
with the gift (Varro L. 5, 175: Dos, si nuptiarum causa data; haec Graece δωτίνη ita enim hoc Siculi; 
ab eodem donum: nam Graece ut isse-donion et ut alii δόμα et ut Attici δόσιν). The Greeks themselves 
used the term φερνή to describe the Roman dowry (e.g. Plut. Caes. 1.1: τὴν Κίννα τοῦ μοναρχήσαντος 
θυγατέρα Κορνηλίαν, ὡς ἐπεκράτησε Σύλλας, οὔτε ἐλπίσιν οὔτε φόβῳ δυνηθεὶς ἀποσπάσαι Καίσαρος, 
ἐδήμευσε Τὴν φερνὴν αὐτῆς).

11	 Some authors (e.g. Koschaker 1937: p. 86) have speculated that in the context of archaic Roman law 
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dowry originally served to compensate the wife’s loss of her right to inherit after her 
former pater familias, since in the case of a strict marriage (conventio in manum), 
which was common in the archaic period, the bride lost her legal ties to her original 
agnatic family (i.e. capitis deminutio minima).12 Its probable purpose in Rome was 
also to improve the property status of the husband and his household, since the hus-
band, even in the matrimonium sine manu had a moral (though not a legal) obliga-
tion to provide maintenance to his wife.

Initially the Roman dowry was therefore considered to be part of the general 
property of the husband and his right of disposal over it was not limited. Importantly, 
it was not originally understood to be a method for economically securing the wife 
after the end of the marriage (Kaser 1955: p. 71). It acquired this function only in the 
period of the early republic (during which Plautus lived) when it became the duty of 
the husband to return the dowry to his wife after the termination of marriage. Vestige 
of the archaic concept that husband was the owner of the dowry remained (as con-
tribution to bear the onera matrimonii), but his free power of disposal over the dotal 
things was limited (he had to manage the property as a bonus pater familias)13 and 
dowry began to lose its character of a purposeful gift.14 Thus, in the time of Plautus 
dos had a dual function – it improved the property status of the husband and simul-
taneously served to provide for the wife, since the husband was under the duty to 
provide the same standard of living to his wife.

Unlike in Rome, in classical Athens the bride did not break the legal ties binding 
her to her original family (οἶκος) upon marriage and unlike in the Roman matrimo-
nium cum manu therefore neither lost her rights of inheritance within her original 
family nor acquired new ones in her husband’s family. Also, in contrast to the Roman 
law, it was not the husband but the wife who was considered to be the owner of the 
dowry and the husband only had the right to administer and use the dowry (Just 
2009: p. 51). Upon divorce the woman returned to her original family (οἶκος) and 
the husband was under the duty to return the dowry to the head of his former wife’s 
family (κύριος) in the value established by a  dotal contract.15 This value could be 

dowry was the return of the purchase price of the bride to the groom, which, however, rather results 
from a  comparative analysis of sources from other ancient nations than from the Roman sources 
themselves.

12	 Kaser (1955: p. 72). Nevertheless, the problem with this concept is that the bride in such an event had 
an inheritance claim in her husband’s new family, so she did not find herself in a situation when she 
would not be capable of inheriting at all.

13	 Estavan (1966: p. 884).
14	 During late republic wives acquired an independent legal claim for the return of dowry after the end 

of the marriage (actio rei uxoriae) and dowry definitively lost the character of a purposeful gift. Kaser 
(1955: p. 284).

15	 Isaeus 3 (Pyrrhus) 35: ὅπου γάρ, ἐάν τίς τι ἀτίμητον δῷ, ἕνεκα τοῦ νόμου, ἐὰν ἀπολίπῃ ἡ γυνὴ τὸν 
ἄνδρα ἢ ἐὰν ὁ ἀνὴρ ἐκπέμψῃ τὴν γυναῖκα, οὐκ ἔστι πράξασθαι τῷ δωκεν, ἦπου ὅστις γέν. φησιν ἄνευ 
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fictious,16 and restitution was not dependent on the reason of divorce (e.g. adultery 
by one of the spouses, divorce being initiated by husband or wife etc.) and could be 
secured by a lien (ἀποτίμημα) over the husbands remaining property.17 Even if the 
wife died during the marriage, in the absence of her children the dowry returned to 
her οἶκος.18

It has been argued that these differences between the Attic and Roman law, 
potentially significant in the process of adaptation of the new Attic comedies for the 
Roman audience by Plautus, might not have been as crucial as we might expect prima 
facie. The legal concept of ownership was not as developed in Attica as in Rome, 
therefore, despite the formally different subject of ownership, the practical use of 
dowry in Attica and Rome was similar. Furthermore, the Athenian husband could 
apparently alienate the property belonging to the dowry, and there is no evidence 
(unlike in the classical Roman law) that the wife’s consent was required for such an 
alienation (Just 2009: p. 51). Neither in Athens nor in Rome could the dowry exist 
outside of marriage.19

The dowry typically consisted of money, but it could also be other property. The 
question of the size of the dowry was one of the most important questions, if not 
the most important, when negotiating the engagement. (Friedlaender 1934: p. 241).20 
During the engagement (ἐγγύη), the daughter almost always received part of the 
property as a dowry, although it was not a legal precondition for the marriage. How 
burdensome this onus matrimonii could be for the family is nicely demonstrated in 
Ονειροκριτικά of Artemidorus (Ἀρτεμίδωρος) from the 2nd Century CE. There, we 
read that the birth of a male child signifies a good outcome, whereas the birth of 

ὁμολογίας προικὸς τὴν ἀδελφὴν ἐγγυῆσαι, περιφανῶς ἀναιχήντος ὢν ἐλέγχεται. Cited according to 
Roussel (1922).

16	 In this case a rich husband would formally confirm to his poorer bride that he had received a dowry 
of a certain value from her family (even if in reality he had not) and this value he would have to pay 
upon the dissolution of the marriage.

17	 If he did not return the dowry, he had to pay the legal interest of 18% p.a. to the head of his ex-wife’s 
family for her maintenance (Just 2009: p. 51).

18	 If the husband survived his wife, dowry remained in his possession, but it was inheritable only by the 
children of the wife who brought the dowry into the marriage and could not be inherited by any chil-
dren of a later wife. If the wife survived her husband, she could return with the dowry to her original 
family leaving the children in her former husband’s family, or she could choose to remain in her for-
mer husband’s family with the children but the administration of the dowry passing to the children’s 
tutor.

19	 D. 23.3.3. (Ulpianus libro 63 ad edictum): Dotis appellatio non refertur ad ea matrimonia, quae con-
sistere non possunt: neque enim dos sine matrimonio esse potest. Ubicumque igitur matrimonii nomen 
non est, nec dos est. Citations of all legal texts in this paper are based on the standard (stereotypical) 
Mommsen-Krüger edition of the Justinianic codification of 1872–1895. For a good summary of the 
Roman concept of marriage see Brtko (2018: pp. 45–56) and Gregor (2023: pp. 193–197).

20	 Friedlaender (1934: p. 241).
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a  female signals a  worse outcome than the beginning and portends financial loss: 
once grown, sons are no longer a cost to their parents, but daughters require a dowry. 
Artemidorus continues that he knows of a man who dreamt that a baby daughter 
was born to him: he went into debt. Again, another man dreamt that his daughter 
had died, and he was burying her. What happened was that he paid off his debt. So 
“daughter” evidently equates to “debt”.21 Although neither under the Attic nor under 
the Roman law was the dowry a necessary legal prerequisite to marriage, avoiding the 
obligation to give a dowry was not entirely possible, since as the jurist Paulus states 
the provision of a dowry allowed a woman to marry, which was in the public inter-
est.22 Only simpler matings of the poor could go without it and concubinage did not 
require it (Estavan 1966: p. 884).

2. �Quantitative analysis of the lexeme “dowry” and its derivatives in 
comedies of Plautus

Due to the popularity of Plautus in antiquity, there were reportedly as many as 130 
comedies associated with Plautus’ name (Conte 2008: p. 58). As a result of Varro’s 
action, only those comedies the authenticity of which no one doubted were selected 
into the Plautine corpus, of which 20 comedies and fragments of the comedy Vid-
ularia have survived (so 21 comedies in total). From a methodological perspective, 
we used the Library of Latin Texts (originally the Cetedoc Library of Christian Latin 
Texts) database (specifically the CLCLT-5) to analyse in the 20 preserved Plautine 
comedies the presence of the substantive dos and its two adjective derivatives: dota-
lis as the adjective denoting belonging to the dowry and dotata as the possessive 
adjective (taking into account the relevant inflectional forms).23

With regards to the substantive dos, in Amphitruo it is in its respective inflective 
forms attested twice (both in verse 839), in Asinaria twice (verses 84 and 87), in 
Cistellaria three times (twice in verse 559 and once in verse 305), in Curculio twice 
(verses 663 and 664), in Epidicus once (verse 180), in Menaechmi once (verse 766), in 
Mercator three times (verses 234, 240 and 703), in Miles gloriosus twice (verses 1166 
and 1277), in Mostellaria once (verse 280), in Persa four times (verse 387, twice in 

21	 Βιβλίον ά,15: τουτων δὲ τὰ μὲν ἀρσενικὰ εἰς ἀγαθὸν τελευτᾶι, τὰ δὲ εννιμὰ χείρονα τῆς ἀρχῆς τὴν 
τελευτὴν ἐπάγει καὶ ζείαιαν προαγορεύει· τὰ μὲν γὰρ ἀρσενικὰ οὐδὲν ἀνατραφέντα παρὰ τῶν γονέων 
λαμβάνει. οἶδα δέ τινα, ὃς ἔδοξε θυγάτριον αὐτῶι γενέσθαι, καὶ ἐδανείσατο. καὶ πάλιν αὖ ἔδοξέ τις 
τὴν θυγατέρα τὴν ἑαυτοῦ ἀποθανοῦσαν κατορύσσειν. ἀπέβη αὐτῶι δάνειον ἀποδοῦναι. οὕτως ἄρα 
τὸν αὐτὸν ἐπέχει λόγον λανείωι ἡ θυγάτηρ. Cited according to Pack (1963).

22	 D. 23.3.2 (Paulus libro 60 ad edictum): Rei publicae interest mulieres dotes salvas habere, propter quas 
nubere possunt.

23	 For word formation and semantics of these derivatives see Lühr (2008: p. 122 and p. 112).
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390 and verse 396), in Rudens  once (verse 1242), in Poenulus once (verse 1279), in 
Stichus twice (verses 201 and 559) and in Truculentus once (verse 844). 24 The adjec-
tives dotata/indotata in various inflective forms are far less frequent in the come-
dies. In Asinaria it is used once (verse 902), in Menaechmi once (verse 60), in Miles 
gloriosus three times (verses 679, 1166 and 1277), in Mostellaria once (verse 702), 
in Persa twice (verses 388 and 390) and in Stichus once (verse 561). The adjective 
dotalis is found only once in Asinaria (verse 84). There are no attested uses of the 
lexemes dotalis, dotata or indotata in any inflectional form in the comedies Amphi-
truo, Cistellaria, Curculio, Epidicus, Mercator, Rudens, Poenulus and Truculentus. 
Two comedies – Aulularia and Trinummus have a substantially higher frequency 
of the use of lexemes dos, dotalis and (in)dotata. In Aulularia the substantive dos in 
various inflections is attested eleven times (verses 157, 167, 191, 255, 237, 257, 268, 
491, 492, 498 and 532) and dotata/indotata five times (verse 239, 478, 489 and twice 
in verse 534). In Trinummus dos in various inflective forms is attested thirty times 
(verses 156, 374, 375, 497, 507, 511, 569, 584, 585, 604, 605, 612, 681, 688, 693, 712, 
729, 731, three times in verse 734, 740, 754, 756, 778, 1099, 1142, 1157, 1158 and 
1159) and indotata once (verse 378).

It is clear from the data above that dos, dotalis and (in)dotata do  not have 
a generally high frequency of occurrence in Plautine comedies, what has already 
been suggested without providing a quantitative proof (Segal 1987: p. 58). With the 
exceptions od Trinummus (“The Three Coins”) and Aulularia (“The Pot of Gold”) 
dowry is not crucial for the plot of the comedies, which is clear from the number 
of cases when characters in comedies consider marrying a girl without a dowry. In 
the following text we will conduct a separate more detailed content analysis of the 
comedies Trinummus and Aulularia with regards to dowry and in the final part of 
this paper we will proceed to the analysis of the remaining comedies.25

3. Analysis of Trinummus

The comedy Trinummus is an adaptation of the play Θησαυρός by Philomenus and 
its plot takes place in Athens. Apart from raising several interesting legal questions26 
it is noteworthy that neither the engagement nor the marriage was ever consulted 
with either of the daughters in question (i.e. Lesbonica’s sister and Callicles’ daugh-

24	 The verse number refers to the edition of the work included in the CLCLT-5 database.
25	 Latin textual references to all of Plautus’ comedies in this article are from Leo, F. (Ed.): Plauti Comoe-

diae I–II. Berlin: Weidmann, 1895–1896.
26	 E.g. the nature of the contract between Charmides and Callicles regarding the management of his 

property and the supervision of the children (possibly mandatum) or the nature of the legal right of 
Lesbonica to sell her father’s property.
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ter), which probably reflects more the Greek (greater degree of subordination of 
women) than the Roman reality, in which the establishment of marriage required 
the consent of both spouses. It is true that even in the preclassical Roman law the 
pater familias could arbitrarily marry off his daughter, but this seems doubtful to 
have persisted into the classical law.27 However not even the pater familias could 
replace the daughter’s consent, since the foundation of Roman marriage was marital 
affections (affectio maritalis).

In connection with the dowry, it is significant that neither Lesbonicus nor Char-
mides (despite their poor financial situation) consider the possibility of not provid-
ing a dowry to their sister/daughter. Only Lysiteles entertains the thought of marry-
ing Lesbonicus’ sister without a dowry.28 However, when Lysiteles mentions this to 
his father, shocked Philto only wonders in disbelief if he really wants a wife without 
a dowry.29 Even as Lysiteles reminds his father of the family’s wealth, Philto repeatedly 
asks if he should suffer his son having a wife without a dowry.30 When Philto is finally 
persuaded and asks Lesbonicus for his sister without a dowry (sine dote posco tuam 
sororem filio),31 Lesbonicus flatly refuses and proposes to give a  suburban field as 
dowry (ager sub urbe hic nobis: eum dabo dotem sorori).32 Philto finally convinces Les-
bonicus to resolve the land issue directly with Lysiteles and to promise him his sister 
as a wife for his son anyway. The slave Stasimus rejoices at this and urges Lesbonicus 
to accept Philto’s proposal, for his proposal seems very generous. When Stasimus 
subsequently informs Callicles that he is considering giving his sister away without 
a dowry, Callicles can hardly believe it either.33

The real significance of dowry is subsequently aptly illustrated in the dialogues 
of the protagonists. Although it is evident that dowry was not a formal legal prereq-
uisite for the marriage (otherwise one would not be able to contemplate marrying off 
a woman without a dowry), Callicles describes the non-provision of the dowry as dis-
grace (flagitium)34 and Lesbonicus compares failure to provide a dowry at marriage 
to a kind of concubinage,35 which would honour Lysitel, but simultaneously shame 

27	 Kaser (1955: pp. 66–67, p. 268).
28	 Trin. 374: Soror illi est adulta virgo grandis: eam cupio, pater, ducere uxorem sine dote.
29	 Trin. 375: Sine dote uxorem?
30	 Trin. 377: Egone indotatam te uxorem ut patiar?
31	 Trin. 497.
32	 Trin. 507. Jeppesen points out that it is the farm, the last real asset the family possesses (Jeppesen 

2023: p. 9).
33	 Trin. 606: Sine dote ille illam in tantas divitias dabit? non credibile dicis.
34	 Trin. 612: Flagitium quidem hercle fiet, nisi dos dabitur virgini.
35	 Trin. 690–691: … me germanam meam sororem in concubinatum tibi,/ si sine dote dem, … Karakasis 

makes the point that Plautus is only saying that the marriage would be regarded as concubinium, not 
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Lesbonicus.36 Subsequently, the plot moves to a dialogue between Megaronides and 
Callicles, during which Megaronides excludes the possibility of marriage without 
a dowry 37 and advises Callicles to use part of the treasure hidden in the sold house 
as dowry. The following actions of the parties are very interesting. Naturally, Callicles 
could provide Lesbonicus’s sister with a  dowry himself, given his close friendship 
with her father. However, Megaronides dissuades him from doing so, arguing that 
people would suspect ulterior motives. According to him, they would claim that the 
money Callicles offers is actually what Charmides had entrusted to him for just such 
a purpose—that Callicles had breached his duty to safeguard the dotal funds and had 
misappropriated part of them.38 In order to avoid this, they contrive a plan involving 
a fake messenger bringing 1000 gold coins39 as dowry as if from Charmides.40

When assessing the role of the dowry in this comedy, it is difficult to distinguish 
Roman from Greek legal influences. It has been suggested that the Greek elements were 
dominant, since dowry served in Greece as proof of conclusion of a valid marriage41 
(in Rome there is no explicit references to this evidentiary function of dowry)42 and 
in the case of poor citizens in Greece, the dowry for women was allegedly provided 
by the state,43 what again was not the case in Rome. These differences cannot nev-
ertheless be in our opinion overestimated since the provision of dowry was a moral 
and not a legal duty both under the Attic and Roman law, what is ascertainable from 
the actions of the protagonists in this comedy. Callicles’ motivation for not providing 
a dowry himself seems interesting, as such an option existed in the classical Roman 

that it actually would be a concubinium and concludes that even though dowry was not essential in 
Rome, a woman without a dowry was regarded as inferior. (Karakasis 2003: p. 206).

36	 Jeppesen links the provision of dowry by Lesbonicus directly to protection of his sister in the mar-
riage (Jeppesen 2023: p. 73).

37	 Trin. 729–730: Vt mihi rem narras, Callicles, nullo modo/ potest fíeri prosus quin dos detur virgini.
38	 Trin. 734–746: Parata dos domist; nisi expectare vis,/ ut eam sine dote frater nuptum conlocet./ Post 

adeas tute Philtonem et dotem dare/ te ei dicas, facere id eius ob amicítiam patris./ Verum hoc ego 
vereor, ne istaec pollicitatio/ te in crimen populo ponat atque infamiam;/ non temere dicant te benignum 
virgini:/ datam tibi dotem, ei quam dares, eius a patre,/ ex ea largiri te illi, neque ita ut sit data/ colu-
mem te sistere illi, et detraxe autument./ nunc si opperiri vis adventum Charmidi,/ perlongumst: huic 
ducendi interea abscesserit/ lubido; atque ea condicio huic vel primaria est.

39	 Specifically 1,000 Philippic coins (Trin. 152: nummorum Philippeum ad tria milia), one third of the 
total treasure as described by Callicles, though Callicles does not specify whether the money comes 
from the treasure or from funds obtained abroad. (Jeppesen 2023: p. 150).

40	 Trin. 778–779: Se que aurum ferre virgini dotem a patre/ dicat patremque id iussisse aurum tibi dare.
41	 Except in cases of total lack of means, failure to provide it could be evidence of non-existence of mar-

riage. Meier et al. (1915: p. 472).
42	 Although Karakasis speaks somewhat vaguely of dowry being regarded as something indispensable 

which proves the validity of the wedlock. (Karakasis 2003: p. 207).
43	 Green (1929: pp. 191–192).
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law at latest (dos adventicia)44 and was used by Pliny the Younger to provide a dowry 
to a distant relative45 or a daughter of his friend.46 Whether such action would have 
been considered immoral or at least suspicious in Rome due to the extraordinary cir-
cumstances surrounding it (the absence of pater familias and/or unclear origin of the 
donated money) is speculative. It does not however seem that the provision of dowry 
by someone else than the bride’s pater familias or brother should be immoral on its face, 
as Megaronides felt the need to explain his reasons for not doing so to Callicles (i.e. 
the reasons were not obvious). It seems that Plautus refrained from allowing Callicles 
to provide the dowry directly not because the action was inherently inappropriate, but 
rather to preserve the impact of the subsequent plot twist.

4. Analysis of Aulularia

Aulularia, like the comedy Trinummus, is also set in the Athenian environ-
ment. Dowry is first mentioned in a dialogue between Eunomia and her brother 

44	 Roman classical law already knew cases in which a third person provided dowry to a woman, regard-
less of gender or social status. Dowries were accordingly classified as dos profecticia when dowry 
was provided by the pater familias or afterwards also by a father not having patria potestas over his 
daughter (e.g. as a result of emancipation of the daughter during the lifetime of her pater familias), 
dos adventicia when dowry was provided by someone other than the father and finally dos recepticia 
when dowry was given under the condition that it will be returned to the donor.

45	 In his letter to Calvina, Pliny the Younger who was her relative by marriage (adfinis) and whose father 
had left her an indebted inheritance, mentions that, feeling bound by his kinship ties, had contributed 
100,000 sesterces to her dowry during her father’s lifetime, and in addition, had paid off her father’s 
creditors himself and subsequently forgave her the debt so that she could accept the inheritance. 
Plin. Ep. 2.4.2 (C. Plinius Calvinae suae): Cum vero ego ductus affinitatis 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. Cited according to Mynors (1966).

46	 In another letter, Pliny the Younger contributed 50,000 sesterces to his friend Quintilian for his 
daughter’s dowry, since she was marrying Nonius Celerus, who as holder of public offices needed to 
somewhat represent himself, and therefore Quintilian’s daughter needed, in observance of his posi-
tion, also more garments and servants. Since the daughter was at that time still alieni iuris in relation 
to Quintilian (she was sub potestate patria), he gave the gift of 50,000 sesterces to the father and not 
directly to her. Plin. Ep. 6.32 (C. Plinius Quintiliano suo): Quamvis et ipse sis continentissimus, et 
filiam tuam ita institueris ut decebat tuam filiam, Tutili neptem, cum tamen sit nuptura honestissimo 
viro Nonio Celeri, cui ratio civilium officiorum necessitatem quandam nitoris imponit, debet secundum 
condicionem mariti uti veste comitatu, quibus non quidem augetur dignitas, ornatur tamen et instrui-
tur. Te porro animo beatissimum, modicum facultatibus scio. Itaque partem oneris tui mihi vindico, et 
tamquam parens alter puellae nostrae confero quinquaginta milia nummum plus collaturus, nisi a vere-
cundia tua sola mediocritate munusculi impetrari posse confiderem, ne recusares. Vale. Cited according 
to Mynors (1966).
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Megadorus, during which she mentions that she would be capable of procuring him 
a wife with a large dowry, albeit a middle-aged one.47 Megadorus rejects this, say-
ing that he does not suffer from poverty and that, according to him, high families, 
haughty prides, bountiful dowries (dotes dapsiles), acclamations, imperiousness, 
vehicles inlaid with ivory, superb mantles and purple,48 only bring misfortune.49 The 
dowry is mentioned again in the conversation between Euclio and Megadorus, when 
Euclio—eager to avoid drawing attention to his hidden pot of gold—explains that 
his anxiety stems from having a grown daughter without a dowry.50 Megadorus then 
promises that she will be provided with one, what however only deepens Euclio’s 
suspicion that Megadorus is after his pot of gold. When Megadorus reveals his true 
intention to marry Euclio’s daughter, Euclio does not believe this due to the absence 
of dowry. He repeats again that he has no dowry for her (At nihil est dotis quod dem)51 
to which Megadorus replies that it does not matter for if she comes with good man-
ners, she needs no more (Ne duas./ Dum modo morata recte veniat, dotata est satis.).52

In order to convince Euclio (who needs convincing because marriage without 
any dowry brings shame to a bride and her family),53 Megadorus then gives a speech 
in which he describes the advantages of marrying a bride without a dowry. If more 
men of means would take wives without a dowry like him, there would be greater 
harmony in the state (multo fiat civitas concordior),54 less envy than now (invidia nos 
minore utamur quam utimur),55 women would stand more in the fear of punishments 
than they actually do (illae malam rem metuant quam metuont magis) 56 and hus-

47	 Aul. 157–159: Cum maxima possum tibi, frater, dare dote;/ sit est grandior natu: media est mulieris 
aetas./ Eam si iubes, frater, tibi me pocere, pocem.

48	 Translation according to Riley (1913). The list highlights the catalogue of fancy goods which rich 
women demand from their husbands. (Maclennan & Stockert 2016: p. 160).

49	 Aul. 167–169: Istas magnas factiones, animos, dotes dapsiles,/ clamores, imperia, eburata vehicla, pal-
las, purpuram,/ nil moror quae in servitutem sumptibus redigunt viros. According to Maclennan and 
Stockert, the single word factiones (social connections) refers to the relationship between rich families 
which implies many obligations for the husband. The primary reason for the tirade against women in 
Megadorus’ speech later on (Aul. 475 ff.) is that the husbands are being forced to pay up. (Maclennan 
& Stockert 2016: p. 127).

50	 Aul. 190–192: Meam pauperiem conqueror./ Virginem habeo grandem, dote cassam atque inlocabilem, 
neque eam queo locare cuiquam.

51	 Aul. 238.
52	 Aul. 238–239. The irony of bringing pudicitia and bonos mores as a substitute for cash-dowry is not 

lost on Maclennan and Stockert, who observe that in this case the girl had already lost her innocence. 
Maclennan and Stockert (2016: p. 135).

53	 Maclennan and Stockert (2016: p. 131).
54	 Aul. 481.
55	 Aul. 482.
56	 Aul. 483.
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bands would be at less expense than they are now (nos minore sumptu simus quam 
sumus).57 Megadorus supposes that the majority would agree with this, while the 
minority of the opposing view (pauciores) has avaricious minds and is insatiate (quo-
rum animis avidis atque insatietatibus).58 Even wealthier women could marry freely 
as long as dowry was not their companion (dum dos ne fiat comes).59 As a substitute 
for dowry, they would bring better manners (mores meliores sibi/ parent, pro dote quos 
ferant).60 Euclio listens to this with pleasure and then, not at all surprisingly, agrees 
to the marriage, emphasizing twice that he is giving his daughter without a dowry.61 
Dowry is also mentioned in connection with Staphila, whom Euclio scolds for gos-
siping that he is going to give his daughter dowry.62

Unlike in Trinummus, in this comedy the concern for dowry is not one of the 
central plotlines, but nevertheless this comedy also highlights the importance of 
dowry when concluding a marriage. Euclio’s avarice is pushed here to the extreme by 
Plautus, when he presents to the audience an old man who, despite having the hidden 
pot of gold refuses to use it at least in part for his daughter’s dowry. The marriage of 
daughter under such circumstances can only please a miser like Euclio, since failure 
to give dowry violates the social customs. Euclio is aware of this transgression, as he 
repeatedly emphasizes to Megadorus that he is giving his consent to Phaedria’s mar-
riage only under the condition that she receives no dowry. In the end, however, all 
turns out well: Phaedria’s reputation is preserved when, despite being in labor, she is 
able to marry with a dowry provided from the pot of gold.

57	 Aul. 484.
58	 Aul. 487. Pauciores (a smallish group) does not refer to the exclusive circle of the senate as in Cicero’s 

time, but to the handful of men who were not willing to renounce a high dowry. (Maclennan & Stock-
ert 2016: p. 161).

59	 Aul. 491.
60	 Aul. 492–493.
61	 Aul. 255–258: M: Quid nunc? etiam mihi despondes filiam? E: Illis legibus,/ cum illa dote quam tibi dixi.
	 M: Sponden ergo? E: Spondeo./ M: Di bene vertant. Ita di faxint. E: Illud facito ut memineris,/ conve-

nisse ut ne quid dotis mea ad te afferret filia. By using the prescribed words of question (Spondesne 
…?) and answer (Spondeo.) Megadorus and Euclio have concluded the formal contract of stipulation 
(stipulatio), one of the most widely used and flexible forms of contract existing under the Roman law. 
Although Maclennan and Stockert referring to Watson (1971) mention that the statement of dowry 
(dotis dictio) is always part of the betrothal (Maclennan & Stockert 2016: p. 136), it is obviously only 
a very usual part, since the provision of dowry is not a formal precondition of marriage. Dotis dictio 
was also a formal verbal contract like stipulation, but unlike stipulation it was made as a promise to 
give dowry by the person providing the dowry (e.g. Doti tibi erunt decem milia) which was addressed 
to and tacitly accepted by the future husband (i.e. no response on his part was required). If dotis dictio 
was performed, the future husband had an obligatory claim against the provider of dowry (usually 
the pater familias of the wife or the wife herself if she was sui iuris) for the delivery of the dotal things. 
Euclio in the last cited verse might have wanted to stress that he was not making any dotis dictio beside 
the stipulation by stressing that they had agreed that she will bring no dowry.

62	 Aul. 268–269: ubi tu es, quae deblateravisti iam vicinis omnibus,/ meae me filiae daturum dotem?
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A striking feature of this comedy is the social criticism of the perceived nega-
tive social phenomena caused by the dowry, which Plautus places in the mouth of 
Megadorus. Dowry gives women economic independence from their husbands, dis-
rupting the traditional relations within the patriarchal family. Woman with a dowry 
wields power,63 as emphasized in the comedy Asinaria, when the interlocutor is 
warned off the dangers of speaking ill of a woman with dowry (quid pericli sit dotatae 
uxori vitium dicere),64 contrasting this to a wife without a dowry, who is in the power 
of her husband (nam quae indotata est, ea in potestate est viri).65 Plautus doesn’t omit 
to add that those with dowries punish men with evil and harm (dotatae mactant et 
malo et damno viros).66 This is one of the rare instances in Plautus’s comedies where 
he appears to criticize legal regulation—specifically, the law of dowry67 which, howe-
ver, has been argued to be a deliberate narrative strategy to advance the plot.68 Plautus 
may have been emboldened in doing this by the already existing criticism of opulent 
dowries present in Greek philosophy,69 which found resonance in Rome of his time70 
as well as in the later centuries.71

In a  real-world setting it would be up for discussion whether Euclio and 
Megadorus would so blithely agree to a marriage without dowry. Since dowry was 
the proof of existence of marriage in the Hellenistic world and was vital for safe-
guarding the property interests of wives, we could reasonably expect a rich husband 
to formally confirm the receipt of dowry of a certain value from her family, even if 
this was not actually the case (fictitious provision of dowry). In the event of dissolu-
tion of the marriage, dowry in the stated sum would have to be given to the wife, what 
would probably make Megadorus think twice about his proposal in the first place. In 

63	 In his commentary to Asinaria, Henderson paints a bleak picture of a stripped-down nuclear family: 
a paterfamilias, both senior and ageing, and married to a dowry, which handed his wife control of the 
family finances. Their son has hooked up with a working girl who costs and who is under the control 
of her mother (Henderson 2006: p. 127).

64	 Asin. 898.
65	 Aul. 534.
66	 Aul. 535. Although mactare is usually used in connection with sacrifices, in Plautus the verb is always 

connected with disaster. Maclennan and Stockert therefore suggest translation that “wives with dow-
ries make their husbands martyrs to misery and financial loss” (Maclennan & Stockert 2016: p. 166).

67	 Fontaine and Scafuro (2014: p. 626).
68	 According to Henderson, the act of “cashing out” the troublesome wife through a  dowry, thereby 

neutralizing the threat she poses to patriarchal authority (imperium) and to established family and 
gender structures, is precisely the direction in which this comedy leads us (Henderson 2006: p. 126).

69	 E.g. Aristotle Pol. 1266a39–b6 and Plat. Leg. 742c, 774c.
70	 A connection with the lex Oppia of 215 BCE, which condemned luxury among women and intro-

duced restrictions on jewellery and prohibited many-coloured dresses, has been suggested (Maclen-
nan & Stockert 2016: p. 160). Lex Oppia was abolished twenty years later by the lex Valeria Fundania.

71	 The critic was, for example, also Cato the Elder. Fontaine and Scafuro (2014: p. 617).
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addition, under the Roman law woman had a right against certain persons for the 
provision of dowry to her husband, which would in all likelihood by exercised by 
Phaedria because of the social stigma of concubinage associated with marriage with-
out a dowry. Plautus’ characters however act as if dowry did not matter to them at all, 
which explains why it is not crucial for the overall plot of the comedy. The contrast 
with actual social practice must have been more than obvious,72 which is a further 
proof that we find ourselves in Plautinopolis, a fictitious civitas graecoromana.

5. Dowry in other comedies

Dowry is marginally mentioned in other comedies as well. Its general importance 
when concluding a marriage is again highlighted in Poenulus (“The Little Carthag-
inian”) when Agorastocles reminds Hanno that he promised him his elder daughter 
together with a dowry (et dotis quid promiseris).73 In the comedy Menaechmi, it is 
emphasized that Epidamnus took good care of his adopted son – he gave him a wife 
with a substantial dowry and made him his heir (sibi filium eique uxorem dotatam 
dedit,/ eumque heredem fecit).74 Valuable dowry is a  sign of membership of the 
higher class and generally only men from the same social class could propose to such 
a woman – in the comedy Miles Gloriosus (“The Braggart Soldier”) it is stated that his 
own wealth allowed him to take a wife with dowry from an excellent family (propter 
divitias meas/ licuit uxorem dotatam genere summo ducere).75

Plautus uses dowry as a vehicle for highlighting the contradiction between the 
property that normally constitutes a dowry and moral virtues. In Amphitruo, Plautus’ 
only play with a more serious mythological subject, dowry is mentioned in a more 
noble context. Alcumena declares (to her husband) that her dowry is not what others 
call a dowry, “but chastity, modesty, subdued desires, fear of the Gods, love of her 
parents, and concord with her kindred; to be obedient to her husband and bounteous 
to the good, ready to aid the upright”.76 A somewhat more realistic view of dowry is 
in the comedy Persa (“The Persian”), in which we are informed that dowry heals any 
faults (dum dos sit, nullum vitium vitio vortitur),77 so even a person of questionable 

72	 Compare e.g. Segal (1987: p. 58).
73	 Poen. 1279.
74	 Men. 61–62.
75	 Mil. 679–680.
76	 Amph. 839–842: Non ego illam mihi dotem duco esse, quae dos dicitur,/ sed pudicitiam et pudorem et 

sedatum cupidinem,/ deum metum, parentum amorem et cognatum concordiam,/ tibi morigera atque 
ut munifica sim bonis, prosim probis. English translation according to Riley (1913).

77	 Persa 387.
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reputation may marry as long as the dowry is provided. Unfortunately, the girl in the 
said comedy confessed to be without a dowry (me esse indotatam).78

Anything of value could be given as dowry, but in most cases, it was money or 
immovables. This is confirmed in the comedy Epidicus, in which we are reminded 
that money is a beautiful dowry (pulcra edepol dos pecuniast), to which is added if 
it comes without a wife (quae quidem pol non maritast).79 In the comedy Cistellaria 
(“The Little Casket”), a specific amount of dowry is mentioned – 20 talents,80 which is 
considered to be opulent.81 In the comedy Truculentus (“The Churl”) Callicles agrees 
to give his daughter as wife to Diniarchus, but since the future husband didn’t wait for 
the father to give her to him but took her himself, he was punished with a deduction 
6 large talents from the dowry82 (sex talenta magna dotis demam pro ista inscitia).83 
In the comedy Miles gloriosus (“The Braggart Soldier”), a house and not money con-
stitutes the dowry – in preparation for a fictitious divorce, it is mentioned that a cer-
tain house must be marked as belonging to the dowry (hasce esse aedis dicas dotalis 
tuas),84 which the husband left after the divorce. The fact that the house was the object 
of the dowry is further confirmed elsewhere (quia aedis dotalis huius sunt).85 In the 

78	 Persa 389.
79	 Epid. 178–180: P: Hercules ego fui, dum illa mecum fuit;/ neque sexta aerumna acerbior Herculi, quam 

illa mihi obiectast./ A: Pulcra edepol dos pecuniast. P: Quae quidem pol non maritast. This verse is 
a part of a larger metaphorical picture in which Periphanes and Apoecides meet and talk about mar-
ried life. Periphanes depicts his life with his wife as hard as the life of Hercules completing the twelve 
labours. In the course of the discussion he makes an express reference to the sixth labour of Hercules, 
which entails killing and robbing the queen of the Amazons, Hippolyte, whom Hercules killed before 
taking her golden girdle. Plautus metaphorically applies this myth in a novel way to Periphanes and 
his wife – Periphanes’ rich wife was not killed but the “killing” is likened to outliving. She was also 
not robbed – stealing the girdle from Hippolyte in the myth is linked by Plautus to inheriting a big 
dowry in the comedy, this all to escalate the comic effect. For a more detailed discussion see Eliášová 
Buzássyová (2023: pp. 34–35).

80	 Cist. 561.
81	 In this play, the father is also unhappy with his son’s decision not to marry a woman offering a large 

and abundant dowry. The son prefers his love interest, which in the eyes of the father is therefore an 
obstacle to achieving the aforementioned dowry. C.f. Cist. 305: prohibet divitiis maximis, dote altili 
atque opima. In the time of classical Athens, it seems that a dowry of 30 silver minae was common 
even among the less wealthy, but a dowry worth 5–10 talents was also not unusual. In Greek come-
dies, a dowry of 10–20 talents is often given. Mina was in this case a numerical unit and represented 
100 drachmae and one talent 6000 drachmae. For more detail see Meier (1915: p. 489); Svoboda et al. 
(1974: pp. 384, 602).

82	 It follows from the context that the dowry had to be in any case large, some authors speculate that up 
to 10 talents. Dinter (2019: p. 243).

83	 Truc. 845.
84	 Mil. 1166.
85	 Mil. 1278.
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comedy Curculio, services (serving someone) is mentioned as an object of dowry,86 
but due to the ironic context that the dowry should consist of the privilege of of 
feeding her husband’s parasite, Curculio during her life (dum vivat, me alat), it is 
doubtful whether anything other than a corporal thing (res) could form the object of 
a dowry in the lifetime of Plautus.87

One of the most interesting dowry items is mentioned in the comedy Persa. Sat-
urio first stresses that nowadays girls can marry with any type of reputation as long 
as they have dowry and when his daughter points out that she is without a dowry (me 
esse indotatam), Saturio, having a basket full of books at home, offers his daughter 
600 words or quotations (logi), stressing that they are all Attic and not one is Sicilian. 
With such a dowry, the daughter is said not to be afraid of marrying even a beggar.88 
This goes to stress the high value of the proposed dowry, since normally the dowry 
had to be higher if the husband was richer; here Saturio says that her dowry will be 
sufficient to live on for both husband and wife (de Melo 2011: p. 502).

In the comedy Mercator (“The Merchant”), what exactly forms the dowry is not 
identified. Demipho, a  senex libidinosus, remembers a  dream in which he bought 
a she-goat to replace his old one, his wife. He entrusted the new she-goat to the care 
of a monkey, since he already had another she-goat at home and he feared that the 
newcomer might be harmed or quarrel with the other. After some time, the monkey 
came to complain that the goat had eaten the dowry of the monkey’s wife (suai uxoris 
dotem ambedisse),89 which seemed incredible to Demipho (mi illud videri mirum ut 
una illaec capra/ uxoris simiai dotem ambederit),90 but the monkey insisted on this 
version of events (instare factum simia).91 The text makes it clear that the dowry con-
sisted of perishable goods—an uncommon, though not legally impermissible, form 

86	 Curc. 662–664: Curc. Non taceo, quando res vortit bene./ Tu istanc desponde huic, miles. ego dotem 
dabo./Ther. Quid dotis? Curc. Egon? Ut semper, dum vivat, me alat. Urbanova (2019: pp. 252–253).

87	 In the classical Roman law, the subject matter of a dowry could also be incorporal things (rights) such 
as the right to use another’s property (typically ususfructus, i.e. personal servitude consisting of the 
right to use and take fruits from another’s land), assignment of claim, remission of debt or assumption 
of an obligation, although originally the subject matter were corporal things. Kaser (1955: p. 286). 
However, in discussing the temporal context of the play, Černoch has observed that Plautus uses in 
some places legal terminology faithfully and precisely, while in other places it is a matter of stylization 
or just outlining a certain legal aspect. Legal inaccuracy would certainly not be too disturbing for an 
ordinary member of the audience and it is questionable to what extent the individual viewers were 
able notice the various legal hints. Černoch (2019: pp. 87–88).

88	 Persa 389–396: Cave sis tu istuc dixeris./ Pol deum virtute dicam et maiorum meum,/ ne te indotatam 
dicas, quoi dos sit domi:/ librorum eccillum habeo plenum soracum./ Si hoc adcurassis lepide, cui rei 
operam damus,/ dabuntur dotis tibi inde sescenti logi,/ atque Attici omnes; nullum Siculum acceperis:/ 
cum hac dote poteris vel mendico nubere.

89	 Merc. 239.
90	 Merc. 240–241.
91	 Merc. 242.
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of dowry. This remains plausible, however, given that it involves a she-monkey appea-
ring in a dream. The wonder of Demipho could allude not only to the form of dowry 
but also be a sign of disbelief that the new she-goat proved powerful enough to prod-
igally spend the dowry. Dowry is used here as demonstration of power – plundering 
the dowry destabilizes the domestic order which is restored only by means of a direct 
threat of divorce and of immediate withdrawal of a woman’s most powerful weapon, 
her dos (Augoustakis 2008: pp. 40–41). For the sake of completeness, it should be 
added that dowry worth ten talents (quoi decem talenta dotis detuli) is also men-
tioned in another context within this comedy.92

The amount of the dowry also impacted personal relations within the family, in 
particular it gave women a de facto power over their husbands when the husband was 
economically dependent on the dotal items. In the comedy Asinaria (“The Comedy 
of Asses”), a husband laments that he has sold his authority for dowry (argentum 
accepi, dote imperium vendidi).93 This is also highlighted by the fact that the wife took 
a dotal slave (servom dotalem) Saurea,94 who actually has more property than the hus-
band.95 In the comedy Mostellaria (“The Ghost”), dowry is mentioned in connection 
with men bought by old women for dowries (quibus anus domi sunt uxores, quae vos 
dote meruerunt)96 and the husband just sighs sadly that if someone has an old wife 
with a dowry, he is not tempted by sleep (si quis dotatam uxorem atque anum habet,/ 
neminem sollicitat sopor) and prefers to leave the house.97 In the comedy Menaechmi, 
dowry is mentioned in connection with marital quarrels, when women, relying on 
their dowry, demand that men serve them (ta istaec solent, quae viros subservire/ 
sibi postulant, dote fretae, feroces).98 Dowry in the figurative sense of profit is also 
mentioned in the comedy Rudens (“The Rope”), when Daemones says that it seems 
to him that the spoils will be taken and that he will leave with a larger dowry than 

92	 Merc. 703.
93	 Asin. 87.
94	 Asin. 85.
95	 For a discussion about this slave from a legal-historical perspective, see Forschner (2020: pp. 76–81). 

Bertini and Henderson also agree with the interpretation that the slave had more property (cui plus in 
manu sit) than the husband (Bertini 1968: p. 160; Henderson 2006: p. 9). Nevertheless, manus in the 
legal context means the conjugal power of husband over his wife (if the husband himself was alieni 
iuris, then his pater familias exercised it), what in this context would mean that the wife was more 
in the power of the slave than of her husband. Given that a slave in Rome could not legally hold any 
rights, manus could only refer here to an informal de facto power and not a legal one.

96	 Most. 281.
97	 Most. 703–704.
98	 Men. 766–767. Moseley and Hammond (1980) interpret the dote fretae as referring to the duty of the 

husband to return the dowry to his wife in case of divorce (Mosley & Hammond 1980: p. 101).



65

Matej Mlkvý
Dos in the Comedies of Plautus

he came (mihi istaec videtur praeda praedatum irier,/ ut cum maiore dote abeat quam 
adventerit).99

The position of power that wives with large dowries find themselves in largely 
vests on the fact that in the event of a divorce, both under the Attic and Roman law 
the wife will have the right to demand the return of things constituting the dowry 
or of property of equal value. If the husband was less wealthy than the wife, divorce 
could mean an economic ruin for him, and the husband in trying to avert it and pre-
serve the marriage displays submissive behaviour. The property of those who did not 
succeed in this was either voluntarily or, in the case that the husband’s existing prop-
erty was not sufficient to compensate the value of the dowry, forcibly auctioned off. 
This is confirmed in the comedy Stichus in which Gelasimus mentions dowry as one 
of the possible reasons for selling things at an auction following a divorce (ei quando 
quem auctionem facturum sciunt,/ adeunt, perquirunt quid sit causae ilico:/ alienum 
aes cogat an pararit praedium,/ uxorin sit reddenda dos divortio).100 There was some 
hope for the husbands if they managed to prove the wife’s infidelity, as evidenced by 
Amphitruo’s use of the quite interesting phrase “mulctem matrimonio” in the com-
edy of the same name just a few verses after declaration of virtues by his wife.101 An 
exact translation of this expression is probably not possible, descriptively it could 
be understood as divorce to the detriment of another. The detriment clearly lies in 
the husband’s ability to keep part of the dowry (perhaps in pre-classical law even 
the entire dowry) in the event of a divorce, if the divorce was the fault of the wife.102 

99	 Rud. 1242–1243.
100	 Stich. 201–204.
101	 Amph. 852: Numquid causam dicis, quin te hoc multem matrimonio?
102	 The husband under the Roman classical law could under certain circumstances keep (retain) part of 

the dowry. These were:
a)	 retentio propter liberos – if the marriage was divorced for reasons on the part of the wife or her pater 

familias, the husband could deduct 1/6 of the dowry for each child born out of the marriage, but never 
more than 3/6 in total,

b)	 retentio propter mores – if the wife’s immoral behaviour was the cause of the divorce, the husband could 
deduct a certain amount from the dowry, which was initially freely determined by the court, but later 
settled at 1/6 of the dowry in the case of a more serious transgression against the morality (e.g. adul-
tery) or 1/8 in the case of lighter violations,

c)	 retentio propter impensas – if the husband incurred costs necessary to maintain the dotal items (impen-
sae necessariae), he was entitled to their reimbursement in full; if he incurred useful expenses (impen-
sae utiles), these were deductible only if they accrued with the consent of his wife; luxury expenses 
could not be recovered,

d)	 retentio propter res donatas – if the wife had enriched herself with gifts received from her husband, the 
husband had the right to deduct the value of these gifts from the dowry,

e)	 retentio propter res amotas – if the wife committed theft of her husband’s belongings, especially in con-
templation of an impending divorce, the husband had the right to deduct from the dowry the value of 
the stolen goods.
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Amphitruo could therefore retain a portion of her dowry if a charge of adultery can 
be substantiated (Christenson 2000: p. 276).

Dowry is used by Plautus also to achieve interesting plot twists. In the com-
edy Stichus, dowry is mentioned for the second time in connection with a story that 
Antipho tells to Epignomus.103 In the story a senex unconventionally requests from 
his son-in-law a concubine with the reasoning that he also gave him his daughter as 
a pleasant bed-companion (bene quicum cubitares)104 and it’s only fair that he gets 
someone in return (nunc mihi reddi ego aequom esse abs te quicum cubitem censeo).105 
In response the son-in-law proposes two if one is too little and should he be not 
content with the two, two further will be added. The senex replies that he will accept 
four as long as the son-in-law provides them with something to eat, so that they don’t 
gobble up the food of the senex. This was apparently refused by the son-in-law, who 
is described for this action of his by Antipho as good for nothing106 and that the senex 
rightly demands (aequom postulabat)107 the alimentation for the concubines, since 
he gave daughter with a dowry and it’s only fair that he demands one for his concu-
bine (quando quidem/ filiae illae dederat dotem, accipere pro tibicina).108 Epignomus 
remarks that the son-in-law must have been cunningly clever not to give the senex 
a concubine with a dowry (seni illi concubinam dare dotatam noluit).109 By proposing 
this absurd exchange, Antipho misuses the language and norms of citizen marriage 
and undercuts his authority over it (Sorscher 2023).

One of the interesting references to dowry is the allusion in the comedy Cistel-
laria (“The Little Casket”) to the fact that they were not in a place where girls had to 
procure dowry in an Tuscan (Etruscan) way (ex Tusco modo) themselves through 
prostitution,110 where it was not considered to be shameful.111 This special custom is 
probably related to the fact that the Etruscans are widely believed to be immigrants 
from Lydia in the Asia Minor, and in ancient historiography the idea prevailed that 
the Etruscans originally were a colony of the Lydians.112 Due to this supposed con-

103	 In De Melo’s edition (2013), the story is told by Antipho as part of a dialogue with Epignomus; accord-
ing to the older Riley’s edition (1912), in the course of a dialogue with Pamphilus.

104	 Stich. 547.
105	 Stich. 548.
106	 In De Melo’s edition (2013) Stich. 557: uidelicet [non] nequam fuisse illum adulescentem, in Leo’s edi-

tion (Weidemann 1895) Stich. 557: Videlicet non fuisse illum aequom adulescentem.
107	 Stich. 559.
108	 Stich. 559–560.
109	 Stich. 562.
110	 Cist. 561–563: Unde tibi talenta magna viginti pater/ det dotis; non enim hic, ubi ex Tusco modo/ tute 

tibi indigne dotem quaeras corpore.
111	 De Melo (2011: p. 189).
112	 Riley (1913: p. 198).
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nection, a Lydian custom could also be designated as Etruscan. Indeed, Herodotus 
mentions in his description of the Lydians that they had very similar customs to the 
Greeks except that young girls indulged in prostitution. They did this for the purpose 
of procuring a dowry and did not stop until they married, whereas they themselves 
offer themselves in marriage.113 It may be possible that Plautus was familiar with this 
passage from Herodotus, or it was just one of the common derogatory biases against 
the Etruscans widespread among the Romans.114

Conclusion

In the light of Plautus’ comedies, several observations can be made about dowry. 
Primarily, disregarding the actions of some characters in the comedies, it is clear 
that marriage without a dowry was not only highly unusual but also bordering on 
morality since woman entering into marriage without a  dowry could be seen as 
a concubine. When the dowry was provided, it usually consisted of some non-per-
ishable things of higher value – usually money, but also immovables (houses) or 
slaves (servi dotales). As such, dowry performed important social functions in both 
the Roman and Greek society, as on the one hand it eased the economic burden of 
maintaining the wife, which fell on the husband after the marriage, but at the same 
time it provided economic security to the woman in the case of divorce.

Under the Roman law, it was the husband who was considered to be the owner 
of the dowry during the marriage, but in Attic law it was the wife, her husband only 
having the right to use dotal things during the marriage. Even though under both 
laws the husband enjoyed the use of the property forming the dowry, Plautus’ come-
dies reveal that dowry could be a vehicle for the economic emancipation of women. 
Especially in cases when the wife brought a significant dowry into the marriage, on 
which the husband economically depended (and which he would have to at least 
partially return in the event of a divorce), the wife exercised considerable informal 
power over the husband.115 This was naturally not seen then as a positive develop-
ment since it disturbed the traditional patriarchal model of the family, and therefore 
in Plautus’ comedies there are quite frequent references to quarrelsome or domineer-
ing women who bring discord into the ideal tranquillity of family. In order to elicit 
laughter, Plautus in the comedy Aulularia exaggerated the vices of dowry, listing all 

113	 Hdt. 1.93.4: τοῦ γὰρ δὴ Λυδῶν δήμου αἱ θυγατέρες πορνεύονται πᾶσαι, συλλέγουσαι σφίσι φερνάς, 
ἐς ὃ ἂν συνοικήσωσι τοῦτο ποιέουσαι: ἐκδιδοῦσι δὲ αὐταὶ ἑωυτάς. Hdt. 1.94.1: Λυδοὶ δὲ νόμοισι μὲν 
παραπλησίοισι χρέωνται καὶ Ἕλληνές, χωρὶς ἢ ὅτι τὰ θήλεα τέκνα καταπορνεύουσι ...

114	 E.g. de Melo mentions that the shopping district Vicus Tuscus in Rome had a bad reputation. De Melo 
(2011: p. 189).

115	 In contrast, the status of the dowerless woman in a marriage is weak. (Karakasis 2003: p. 207).
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the ill consequences it leads to and contrasting it with the image of a wife bringing 
only good morals into the marriage as a substitution for dowry.

From a societal perspective, dowry represented both a  form of empowerment 
and a  constraint for women. A  substantial dowry often granted a  woman signifi-
cant influence over her husband—or at least a degree of autonomy from him—since 
divorce was much easier and faster than it is today. The potential loss of the dowry 
loomed throughout the marriage, hanging over the husband like an imaginary sword 
of Damocles. On the other hand, securing a dowry was more of a problem for less 
solvent families, especially if the family had several daughters. Without providing 
a sufficient dowry, the family usually could not secure an adequate partner for their 
daughter, and therefore the family either went into debt (from which the association 
of daughter with an impending harm in Artemidor’s Ονειροκριτικά originates) or 
gave the daughter away for a smaller dowry to a partner inappropriate in age, morally, 
socially or otherwise. This was of course only true if they were not lucky enough to 
meet a gallant young man from one of Plautus’ comedies, for whom good education 
was more important than any dowry.
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