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Preface

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, scholarly interest in the history of 
women in antiquity has grown steadily, until now, at the beginning of the 
twenty-first, it encompasses countless books and articles on almost every aspect 
of ancient women’s lives. Women’s roles in marriage have been examined,1 as 
have their roles in the family.2 Women’s influence on Roman politics has been 
discussed,3 as has their legal position, their economic possibilities and, most 
recently, their place in religion.4 Yet, surprisingly, despite this interest and the 
many advances in knowledge and methodology that have resulted from it, 
while scholars have examined various important aspects of the Vestal Virgins, 
the only major female Roman state priesthood, and their cult, no one has 
undertaken a thorough monographic examination of the ancient literary 
sources for these priestesses since Guizzi’s well-known but largely legalistic 
Italian study in the 1960s.5

This omission is even more singular in that the Vestal order was at the heart 
of the Romans’ state religion, and necessary to the city’s continued existence. 
An understanding of the Vestals’ rites, activities and historical roles, as por-
trayed in our ancient sources, ought to be of interest, not only to those studying 
women and gender in antiquity, but also to scholars of ancient religion and 
indeed to anyone interested in the Romans’ views of themselves and their 
state.

This work is an attempt to fill this void. It focuses primarily on the Vestals 
and their cult in the years between the end of the Second Punic War and the 
end of the first century ce, the period in which most of our ancient sources for 
these priestesses were writing, and the period of greatest interest to students of 
classical literature. The rituals, privileges and restrictions which surrounded 
these priestesses, and made up the body of their cult, provide the framework for 
most of this book, but to these considerations are appended two chapters, 
which examine the Vestals’ history as recorded by the Romans.

Within this framework, the book considers the significance of these various 
rituals, privileges and duties, and develops a two-pronged argument. On the 
one hand, it argues that the rituals the Vestals performed on behalf of the 
Roman state were neither fertility rites nor reflections of traditional female 
activities as has so often been postulated. Instead, they were rituals concerned 
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with purification, storage and the preparation of harvested grain for food or 
sometimes a combination of these three activities. On the other hand, it 
contends that many of the most mysterious aspects of the Vestals and their cult 
can be explained by the theory that the Vestals were simultaneously members 
of the Roman women’s citizen class, the virgines, and non-members of Rome’s
family structure. This dual status was important because it ensured that the 
Vestals could represent the Roman state as a whole on the religious level, 
without any risk of pollution from individual family cults.

It is hoped this book will be of interest to the general reader as well as satisfy 
the specialist in Roman religion, gender studies and history. In the interests of 
the former, English translations of the ancient sources are included in the main 
text and endnotes, while in the interests of the latter the original texts are 
included in an appendix.

Notes
1 S. Treggiari 1991.
2 J. Hallett 1984.
3 R. Bauman 1992.
4 See, for example, R. Kraemer 1992; A. Staples 1998.
5 F. Guizzi 1968. This work, while seminal in its way, obviously does not make use of 

the many advances in methodology which have taken place since the early 1960s, 
when the book was written. Also, since it concentrates largely on the Vestals’ legal 
position and status, it leaves room for a consideration of the many other aspects of 
the Vestals and their cult.

  J. Saquete’s Spanish work from 2000 is largely a study of the archaeological and 
epigraphical sources, while M. C. Martini’s 2004 work is in Italian and arrived on 
my desk too late to appear in this book, although her two earlier articles (M. C. 
Martini 1997a, 1997b) on which it is based do figure frequently.
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Introduction

I shall increase and grow ever more famous, so long as the priest and the silent 
Virgin solemnly climb to the Capitol.

(Hor. Ode. 3.30.8–9)

As the poet Horace emphasizes, the Vestal Virgins were synonymous with the 
continued existence and safety of Rome. As long as the Vestals performed their 
appointed religious duties, Rome, the most powerful and foremost city in the 
ancient world, would remain. These six priestesses, selected as children and 
committed to a minimum of thirty years’ service, lived together in a house 
beside the aedes Vestae in the Roman Forum and were responsible for the care 
and preservation of the city’s central hearth fire within this aedes, a fire whose 
quenching threatened the very fundament of the city’s existence, the pax
deorum. Along with this central responsibility, the Vestal Virgins performed 
many other unique religious tasks and duties and were marked out from other 
Roman women by a number of special privileges, chief among them the right 
to decide over their own properties and fortunes. They also risked special 
punishment in the form of burial alive should they fail to perform their most 
central duties of preserving their virginity and ensuring that the fire on the 
hearth of the aedes Vestae burned perpetually.

These priestesses were not only synonymous with the continued existence 
and safety of Rome, but also inseparable from the Romans’ view of themselves 
and their state. Whatever else one says about the Vestals, these priestesses 
were, in the eyes of the Romans themselves, from Rome’s very beginning at the 
heart of what it was to be Roman. Without the Vestals and their cult, Rome as 
we know it would not have existed. Without the Vestals and their cult, what it 
was to be Roman would have had a very different meaning.

Literary sources

Before we turn to an examination of the Vestal Virgins and their cult, though, 
a few explanatory words are necessary on a number of specific issues. The first 
of these is the nature of the evidence available to us, and the problems inherent 
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in the use of this evidence. One of the major problems in any modern study of 
ancient Roman religion is the haphazard nature of our ancient literary sources. 
No ancient work exists that describes Roman religion or its rituals in an 
organized and detailed fashion. Instead, we are reduced to extracting titbits of 
relevant and semi-relevant information from the works of authors who are not 
primarily interested in informing their readers about Roman religious rituals 
and beliefs.

Our evidence for the Vestals, therefore, is drawn from a wide variety of 
sources. Cicero’s philosophical works, the histories of Livy and Dionysius
of Halicarnassus, Plutarch’s biographies and Ovid’s Fasti, all provide us with 
extensive accounts of the Vestals and their activities. The works of various 
antiquarian sources, such as Varro, Valerius Maximus, Festus and Aulus 
Gellius, supplement these accounts. Brief references to these priestesses and 
their cult can also be found in Suetonius, Tacitus and Juvenal as well as a string 
of other ancient authors.

This wide variety of sources presents the modern scholar with a series of 
related problems. The first problem inherent in the use of the ancient literary 
evidence as sources for the Vestals and their cult arises from these sources’
varied dates. With the exception of Cicero and a few minor references to the 
Vestals in Varro and other early Roman antiquarians, all of our literary sources 
for the Vestals are from the age of Augustus or later. This means that the Vestal 
cult portrayed in this book is largely that described by sources writing some 
700 years after the same cult’s supposed founding at Rome, and may bear little 
resemblance to that of the early Republican or Regal period, despite our 
sources’ implicit claims to the contrary.

Second, our sources’ own interests and intentions can shape the evidence 
with which they present us. A poet’s literary purposes, for example, can easily 
colour his explication of a particular religious custom, as do Ovid’s in his 
description of the origins of the Vestalia in his Fasti. As an explanation for the 
role of a donkey in these rites, the poet offers a story of how Vesta narrowly 
escaped rape at the hands of Priapus because of a donkey’s braying.1 This story 
appears only in the Fasti, and clearly mirrors the poet’s account of a 
similar meeting between the same god and Lotis earlier in the work.2

This close parallelism immediately raises the suspicion that the story is 
nothing other than a poetic invention on Ovid’s part and is included in 
his work for artistic reasons, but is not something that should be viewed 
as a general Roman explanation of the origins of the rite.3 Even when the 
author in question is an historian, his evidence can also be suspect. Livy, for 
example, writing under the rule of Augustus, on occasion demonstrably 
chooses a version of the facts that supports some particular scheme of the 
emperor, despite the clear existence of evidence for another earlier Republican 
tradition.4 Likewise, the overarching themes of his work often lead him to omit 
some historical events and expand on others, all depending on what he himself 
finds most immediately relevant or appropriate to his work. Thus, one problem 
with using ancient literary sources as evidence for any Roman religious practice 
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is that they can never be accepted entirely at face value. This is no less true of 
those sources relating to the Vestals than of those relating to other aspects of 
Roman religion.

Previous scholars working on the Vestal Virgins have, with few exceptions, 
chosen to disregard these problems. On the one hand, they have generally 
accepted the information provided in our ancient sources at face value without 
any discussion of how these sources’ intentions might colour this information. 
On the other, they have shown little concern with the relative dates of their 
sources and have instead described an order that is seemingly static and 
unchanging from its foundation to its dissolution. This work, however, takes a 
more cautious approach.

First, it should be emphasized that the Vestal order and cult described in 
these pages is largely that known to the Romans of the late Republic and early 
Empire, the period from which most of our sources stem. Whether this order 
and cult differ extensively from those of earlier or later periods is unknown and 
must remain so, without the unlikely discovery of contemporary sources for 
these other periods. Second, recognizing that to say anything at all about the 
Vestals, a scholar must assemble evidence from the wide variety of sources 
named above, despite the possible colouring of their literary intentions, I have 
generally chosen to accept ancient descriptions of actual ritual practices, duties 
and privileges as reflective of contemporary reality. At the same time, however, 
I have treated the many poetic and historical explanations of the origins and 
significance of these rites, duties and privileges with extreme caution. I have 
taken this dual approach because it seems to me that rituals, duties and privi-
leges are factual things, which would have been known to a good many of the 
Romans who made up our authors’ contemporary audiences, whereas explan-
ations of the origins and significance of these same rituals, duties and privileges 
are more easily subject to our sources’ personal whims and interpretations.
Too broad a departure from reality in the case of the former would have been 
noticed and commented on by these audiences, while in the case of the latter, 
variations and vagaries would more likely be accepted as personal opinion or 
belief given the uncertainties of time and distance.

Other sources

Two other major sources of evidence for the Vestals and their cult exist, the 
archaeological remains of the atrium and aedes Vestae, and the numismatic 
evidence. As these sources have been well examined in José Carlos Saquete’s Las
Virgines Vestales and are outside my own particular field of expertise, I have not 
treated them separately in this work.5 At the same time, since they can on 
occasion throw light on our literary sources’ evidence, I have included refer-
ences to them when they are relevant to a particular topic under discussion. 
The reader interested primarily in these types of evidence for the Vestals is 
referred to Saquete’s work for a thorough consideration of their import.
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Religious terminology

A few words are also necessary on the meaning of the technical terminology of 
religious studies frequently used by scholars in discussing the Vestals. Such a 
digression is particularly essential in that many, if not all, of these scholars use 
this terminology without defining what they mean by the various terms. Most 
glaringly, scholars frequently argue that the Vestals are fertility priestesses but 
never once define what they mean by fertility. The term ‘fertility’ is a relatively 
vague one that, particularly to a layman, has many different connotations. Is a 
scholar using this term in its broadest sense, as defined by Mircea Eliade, a 
sense which covers rites of invigoration (that is rites ‘aimed at stimulating the 
growth of crops, the fecundity of men and beasts, and the supply of needed 
sunshine and rainfall throughout the year’),6 harvest rites (that is rites which 
celebrate the successful completion of the agricultural year) and many things
in between?7 Alternatively, does the author mean more precisely those rites 
connected specifically with ensuring the reproduction of human or animal 
offspring and/or the growth of new crops? Or is something else entirely 
implied? This uncertainty and vagueness can lead to misunderstandings on the 
part of readers, and makes the use of this term and others like it more or less 
valueless.

Because of this, it is important to clarify here what is meant by the various 
technical terms used in this book. There are four terms in particular that
must be defined, the first three narrowing the various meanings of Eliade’s
definition of ‘fertility’, the last connected solely with purification. First, 
‘fertility’ is not used here in the broad sense of Eliade’s definition. It is, to
my mind, too general to be of real use to us as a tool for understanding the reli-
gious functions of the Vestals, encompassing as it does nearly every form of 
religious rite. Instead, the term is broken down into its constituent categories, 
with the term ‘fertility’ itself used in a more limited sense to describe only 
those rites connected specifically with the reproduction of people, livestock
or crops, that is Eliade’s ‘rites of invigoration’. Rites having to do with the 
harvesting of crops have been separated out from the overarching term ‘fertility
rites’ and are instead called harvest rites, while those having to do with the 
storage of these crops for use either as food or as seed in the following agri-
cultural year are called storage rites. Finally, by purificatory rites is meant rites 
that involve the cleansing of a sacred object, place or person from all forms of 
pollution that would render it or them unfit to come in contact with the 
religious sphere.

Structure of the book

The following chapters, then, combine an examination of the ancient literary 
sources on the Vestals with a consideration of modern scholarly efforts on the 
various topics raised by this evidence and a further analysis of these topics’
significance for our understanding of these priestesses’ role in the religion and 
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society of the late Roman Republic and early Empire. The first two chapters 
discuss the various ritual duties of the order that together suggest the order’s
main religious focus was on purification together with the symbolic storage 
and preparation of harvested grain for food. Chapter 1 examines the daily or 
regular religious duties that the Vestals primarily performed within the con-
fines of the aedes Vestae. Included here is a consideration of these priestesses’
special dress and hairstyle. Chapter 2 completes the consideration of the 
Vestals’ religious duties by exploring those rituals the priestesses performed in 
public, primarily in connection with nine annual rites associated with the
state cult.

The next three chapters focus on those elements of the Vestal cult that 
generally can be explained by and thus together demonstrate the theory that 
the Vestals were at the same time members of the Roman women’s citizen class 
virgines and non-members of any of the individual families that together made 
up Rome’s underlying family structure. Chapter 3 discusses the rules and 
rituals for initiation into the Vestal order while Chapter 4 takes up the various 
issues associated with the Vestals’ virginity and the punishment that resulted 
from a Vestal’s commission of the crimen incesti, the loss of this virginity. 
Chapter 5 considers the priestesses’ legal and financial situation.

Finally, the last two chapters of the book investigate the various ancient 
historical accounts of the Vestals. Chapter 6 examines the Vestals’ place in the 
late Republic’s and early Empire’s own version of Roman history, that is to say 
the Vestals’ appearances in Roman historical accounts of the centuries between 
the founding of Rome and the end of the Second Punic War. Chapter 7 deals 
with the historical appearances of the Vestals from the end of this war to the 
end of the first century ce for which we have contemporary or almost contem-
porary sources and which are therefore more likely to be factual in nature.

Notes
1 Ov. Fast. 6.319–348.
2 Ov. Fast. 1.391–440.
3 C. Newlands 1995: 128–129. For more general discussions of Ovid’s Fasti, see also 

J. Miller 1991.
4 For example, Livy’s account of Cossus’ spolia opima (Liv. 4.20.5 ff.) has been seen by 

many scholars as a piece of propaganda designed to support Augustus’ denial of the 
spolia opima to his general Crassus after the defeat of Deldo in 27 bce. For recent 
discussions of this case, see H. Flower 2000; P. Kehne1998.

5 J. C. Saquete 2000.
6 M. Eliade 1984: 154.
7 M. Eliade 1984: 154–156.
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Chapters 1 and 2 consider the various ritual duties of the Vestal order and argue 
that taken together, these duties suggest that the order’s main religious focus 
was on purification together with the preparation and storage of sacred flour-
like substances that were meant to symbolize Rome’s food stores. This chapter 
examines the Vestals’ more regular or daily religious activities and duties 
performed primarily within the confines of their precinct, while Chapter 2 
takes up the various annual or semi-annual public rites associated with other 
state cults in which the Vestals participated.

Vesta

Perhaps the best place to begin, though, is with a consideration of the goddess 
Vesta, whom these priestesses primarily served. All of our ancient sources are 
agreed on two central facts about this goddess.1 On the one hand, she was most 
fundamentally associated with the domestic fire that burned on the hearth of 
the aedes Vestae and on the individual hearths of all Roman homes. On the 
other, she and her representative fire were essential to the preservation and 
continuation of the Roman state. As long as her cult continued, so would 
Rome. This last is a particularly important point to emphasize at the outset
of our consideration of Rome’s Vestal Virgins. Whatever more precise ritual 
functions the Vestals fulfilled, their cult was bound up with Rome itself. 
Without the Vestals and their cult, there would in the Romans’ eyes have been 
no Rome.

A number of ancient sources also associate Vesta with the earth. Ovid for 
example writes that ‘Vesta is the same as the earth’ (Ov. Fast. 6.267–268)
while Dionysius of Halicarnassus observes that ‘Vesta is the earth’ (D. H.
2.66.3).2 Other ancient scholars follow suit.3 Modern scholars joining archaeo-
logical evidence to these descriptions have argued that Vesta should also be 
seen as a chthonic goddess of the underworld.4 If correct, this association could 
provide further evidence for the postulate that one of the Vestals’ major roles 
was purificatory in nature. As priestesses of a chthonic goddess, the Vestals 
might well have had a concern with the purification and pacification of the 
dead.5
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Other ancient literary sources refer to Vesta not only with the expected title 
virgo but also with the epithet mater,6 and the same epithet is also used in a 
number of ancient epigraphic inscriptions referring to the goddess.7 Modern 
scholars have seen the ancients’ use of mater to describe Vesta as evidence for the 
possibility that the goddess should be seen not as a virgin goddess but as a 
maternal one, giving mater its standard translation as ‘mother’.8 Both virgo and 
mater, however, have other subsidiary meanings, which would not have been 
separated in a Roman’s mind. As P. Watson has shown, the word virgo was used 
only of girls who were both virgins (in our technical sense of the word) and 
citizens.9 Likewise, to a Roman the word mater would have meant not only 
‘mother’ but also ‘matron’ or more technically ‘a woman belonging to the class 
of married Roman citizen women’.10 The use of both these terms in connection 
with Vesta can perhaps have been meant to signal not so much that she was 
both a virgin and a mother as that she was representative of the two major 
classes of Roman citizen women, the virgines and the matrones. If so, then this 
suggests that the goddess and her priestesses were in some way integrally 
bound up with Rome’s women.

At the same time, however, it should also be emphasized at the outset that 
both ancient and modern scholars implicitly agree in excluding certain areas of 
Roman female life from their considerations of Vesta’s significance. Therefore 
the argument that is often made, that the Vestals’ ritual duties were meant to 
represent on a religious level the traditional work of women, cannot be correct. 
There is, for example, no evidence to suggest that Vesta was considered the 
goddess of weaving, marriage or childrearing, three main preoccupations of 
ordinary Roman women. Some of the Vestals’ ritual activities may have been 
symbolic re-enactments of ordinary women’s domestic duties,11 but not all 
traditional female domestic duties were re-enacted as part of the Vestal cult. 
The Vestals can thus hardly be seen as simply the ritual representatives of 
Roman women, performing on a sacral level the regular duties of ordinary 
Roman women, but must instead be credited with a more nuanced and 
precisely defined religious role.

Purification

One possible religious role that presents itself after a close examination of the 
Vestals’ daily ritual activities within the aedes Vestae is purification. Both the 
rites these priestesses performed in connection with Vesta’s fire and their ritual 
use of water are purificatory in nature. So too is the symbolism of certain 
elements of the Vestals’ dress and their special hairstyle.

That Vesta was in some way associated with fire, and that not the least of her 
priestesses’ duties was the care of the fire that burned perpetually within the 
confines of the aedes Vestae, is impossible to doubt. As our ancient sources make 
clear, this fire was intimately bound up with the continued safety and success 
of Rome, and even its unintentional extinction was a threat to the very existence 
of the city and its people.12 At the same time, however, a close examination
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of the Vestal rites associated with this fire demonstrates that this fire both 
symbolized purity and was used solely in rituals that had some sort of puri-
ficatory purpose.

Earlier modern scholars have argued that Vesta’s fire represented Rome’s
fertility (presumably using Eliades’s definition of the concept).13 They have 
generally based their arguments on the frequent stories of virgins impregnated 
by a god on their family hearth (foremost among these is, of course, the story of 
Mars and the first Vestal, Rhea Silvia, the mother of Romulus and Remus), 
together with the supposed existence of a phallus within the aedes Vestae.14

Some of these scholars have also cited one of the two ritual methods for rekind-
ling Vesta’s fire described by our ancient sources.15 Since the early 1980s, more 
recent scholars have revised this theory and proposed that the Romans viewed 
Vesta’s fire as both fertile and sterile simultaneously. M. Beard, in particular, 
has drawn attention to the contrast between the evidence put forward by those 
who view Vesta’s fire as a fertility symbol and several ancient passages that 
suggest that the Romans viewed fire as a sterile element.16 She concludes that 
this seeming contradiction symbolizes the liminality of the Vestals’ ritual status.

A close analysis of the evidence, however, suggests that the Romans explic-
itly recognized two kinds of fire, one, simultaneously male and fertile and 
associated primarily with the fire god, Vulcan, and the other simultaneously 
female and sterile and associated only with Vesta.

First, the ancient sources, named by Beard, who describe fire as sterile, are in 
every instance referring explicitly to Vesta’s fire. Ovid, for example, states that:

Do not understand Vesta as anything other than a living flame;
You see that no bodies have been born from a flame.
Therefore, she is a virgin by right, who yields no seeds
Nor receives them and she loves companions in virginity.
 (Ov. Fast. 6.291–294)17

Dionysius of Halicarnassus writes:

Some say with reason that the guardianship of the fire is entrusted to 
virgins rather than to men, because fire on the one hand is unfruitful . . .18

(D. H. 2.66.2)

Plutarch believes:

For they also ascribe to Numa the establishment of the Vestal Virgins and 
both the service and the honour surrounding the immortal fire, which they 
protect, either because fire, which offers uncontaminated and undefiled 
bodies, is pure and uncorrupted or because fire, which is barren and 
unfruitful, is like virginity.

(Plu. Num. 9)

Other ancient authors follow suit.19



Within the aedes Vestae 9

Second and equally telling, those ancient authors, who connect a fire with 
fertility, always do so in explicitly masculine terms.20 This alone would suggest 
that there is a division between male and female, fertile and sterile, fires. When 
we add to this the fact that the Romans recognized two fire divinities, one 
male, Vulcan, and one female, Vesta, and that these two divinities seem clearly 
to have had complementary but opposite roles in the Roman pantheon, the 
possibility for the existence of such a division is only strengthened.21

The seemingly most compelling evidence used by those scholars who draw
a connection between Vesta’s fire and fertility are the myths involving the 
impregnation of a virgin by the hearth of her home. With the exception of the 
single story involving the Vestal Rhea Silvia, however, none of the myths 
named by scholars has any direct connection to Vesta. The fact that these 
myths take place at the house’s hearth is presumably the reason that scholars 
draw a connection between these myths and Vesta. Since in every case, however, 
a male god appears from the hearth’s fire and since Vesta is nowhere explicitly 
named, it seems just as likely that the hearth figures in these stories because 
that was where a well-brought-up daughter of the house was expected to be as 
that Vesta was in any way involved.

Some few modern scholars also use the phallic imagery inherent in the ritual 
method for renewing this fire as described by Festus as an argument for 
connecting the Vestals’ cult with fertility. Festus writes:22

If the fire of Vesta was ever extinguished, the virgins were beaten with 
whips by the pontifex. It was the custom for them to drill a board of 
favourable wood for a very long time, a virgin then bore the fire taken from 
this into the aedes in a bronze sieve.

(Fest. p. 94 L)

While the ritual described by Festus can certainly be read as sexually symbolic, 
it can also be given a simpler, more pragmatic explanation and the evidence 
suggests that it is this explanation that would have been foremost in an ancient 
Roman’s mind. Both Seneca the Elder and Pliny the Elder note that this 
method of kindling a fire was the most common method of fire starting among 
their ancestors and in doing so emphasize the method’s antiquity.23 It is this 
antiquity that would first have come to mind for a Roman considering the 
Vestals’ method of fire starting. We should therefore see in the Vestals’ use of 
this method of fire-starting more likely evidence of this cult’s antiquity (or at 
least the Romans’ belief in this cult’s antiquity) than any connection with 
fertility.

If Vesta’s fire is not to be connected with fertility, some other significance 
for its existence must be found. One likely alternative suggested by our ancient 
sources’ coupling of their depictions of this fire as sterile with an equal empha-
sis on its purity, is that this fire should be seen as a purificatory medium.24

This view is strengthened by the purpose of the various annual or semi-annual 
Vestal rites in which this fire played a role.



10 Within the aedes Vestae

Three times a year, the Vestals prepared from scratch the ritual purificatory 
substance, mola salsa.25 This substance was made of flour mixed with salt. Part 
of the preparation of the flour involved the roasting of the ears of spelt, from 
which it was ground, on the fire within the aedes Vestae.26 The Vestals also 
baked the muries or brine used at sacrifices as another purificatory substance in 
this same fire.27 Vesta’s fire was used in certain purificatory rituals performed 
in connection with both the Fordicidia and the rites of the October Horse.28 In 
the former, the Vestals burnt the unborn fetuses of pregnant cows in their fire 
while in the latter the tail of the slaughtered horse was placed upon their 
hearth. The ashes from both the unborn calves and the horse’s tail were 
preserved, blended together and used as a purificatory substance in the rites of 
the Parilia. Since all of these rituals involved the use of the Vestal fire in the 
making of a purificatory substance, this suggests a connection between this fire 
and purification. More than that, though, Vesta’s fire seems to have functioned 
exclusively in this context; at least, no other types of rites or rituals involving 
the use of this fire appear in our ancient sources.

Alongside their constant ritual care of the fire within the aedes Vestae, the 
Vestals also regularly performed rites involving the use of water. While these 
rites have occasioned less modern discussion than other Vestal rites, A. Staples 
has argued that the Vestals’ use of water complemented their use of fire.29

Basing her argument on the symbolism of fire and water in connection with 
ancient Roman marriage and exile, she claims that the Vestals’ ritual usage
of fire and water reflects the Roman belief that these two elements together 
symbolized life, and that therefore the Vestals’ use of water should be seen as 
further evidence for their role as fertility priestesses.30 At first glance, this 
suggestion can seem to have some merit but, in many ways, it is a facile one, 
which leaves a number of issues unaddressed.

Most importantly, Staples’ argument ignores the relative importance of the 
two elements in the Vestals’ cult. While it is evident that the Vestals made 
regular ritual use of water, it is nowhere evident that this water and the rituals 
connected with it were of the same central importance to the cult as Vesta’s fire 
and its rituals. The Vestals’ fire was a sacred object in itself, one that the Vestals 
constantly served and protected, while the rituals associated with water made 
use of this water as a sacral medium and did not focus on the water as a cult 
object in itself. This imbalance is manifestly not a part of the rites of marriage 
and exile.

As well, Staples is guilty of two further oversights, both of which have some 
consequence for our understanding of water’s significance. First, Staples does 
not consider whether water by itself had some connotations of its own in 
Roman cult and if so, what these connotations were. Second, she does not 
examine the purpose of the Vestals’ water rites, although this purpose obvi-
ously has some bearing on the wider symbolic meaning of these rites.

Water by itself did in fact have a special significance in Roman religion, 
independent of any connection with its opposite element, fire. This signifi-
cance was purificatory in nature. As S. Eitrem observes, in ancient Roman 
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religion water figured primarily as a purificatory substance in connection with 
sacrifices and as a purificatory libation to the dead.31 As the significance of the 
Vestals’ water is hardly likely to differ substantially from the normal ritual use 
to which this element was put, this suggests that their water too had a purifica-
tory significance.

Our ancient sources’ descriptions of the Vestals’ ritual use of water reinforce 
this view. Although our ancient sources have differing opinions about how this 
water was used ritually, Ovid claiming that the Vestals used the water to wash 
the sacra,32 Plutarch that the water was used to wash the aedes,33 and Festus that 
this water was used in the making of muries,34 they are in agreement in that all 
of these rituals in one way or another are rituals of purification. Ovid and 
Plutarch’s rituals are cleansing rituals, while in Festus’ account, water is used 
in the manufacture of a religious substance used in purificatory rites. Thus, it 
seems likely that any final definition of water’s significance to the Vestal cult 
must include a purificatory element.

Such an interpretation finds added support in the various ritual prohibitions 
and limitations surrounding the Vestals’ use of water, all of which are directed 
at ensuring that this water was as pure and unpolluted as possible. The water 
used in the Vestals’ rites had to be fresh, running water that had never come in 
direct contact with the earth. It could be taken only from the spring of Juturna,35

the goddess of eternally flowing streams.36 The Vestals even had special vessels 
in which they carried this water, which were designed in such a way that it was 
impossible to set them down on the ground without spilling their contents.37

This was done to avoid the piaculum (an act that had to be expiated) that would 
ensue should the water come in contact with the profane earth. Likewise, within 
the aedes Vestae lay a basin constructed in such a way that any liquid poured 
within it would immediately flow out of the basin again, thus ensuring that 
the water used remained constantly running.38 The Romans believed that 
running water was a particularly potent purificatory agent and the emphasis on 
running water within the Vestal cult is further evidence that the Vestals’ use of 
water was purificatory in nature (see Plate 1).

Finally, while not direct evidence of the Vestals’ role as purificatory agents, 
the priestesses’ dress and hairstyle do emphasize the importance of castitas or 
purity to the Vestals and their cult. At the same time, they also provide 
evidence for the Vestals’ special liminal status as full citizen members of the 
Roman state but non-members of that state’s family cult structure, a topic that 
will be taken up in greater detail in later chapters of this work.

As numerous ancient sculptures and reliefs demonstrate, the Vestals wore 
their hair in a special hairstyle.39 While there are many artistic renderings
of this hairstyle, only one ancient literary source refers directly to it, Festus, 
who notes that both Vestals and brides on their wedding day wore their hair
in a style he calls the sex crines: ‘Brides are adorned with six braids, because
this was the most ancient style for them. Which indeed the Vestal Virgins
also use, whose chastity for their own men -/- brides *** from others’ (Fest.
p. 454 L).
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The significance of this hairstyle has occasioned some discussion among 
modern scholars, most of whom have implicitly, if not explicitly, interpreted 
Festus’ statement to mean that the Vestals’ hairstyle was a deliberate replication 
of a bride’s.40 Festus, however, manifestly does not say that the one hairstyle is 
the imitation of the other. Rather he states simply that Roman brides and 
Vestals alike used the hairstyle called the sex crines and that this hairstyle was 
the most ancient known to the Romans. Thus, it is just as likely that the two 
groups used the same style because it symbolized some quality or condition 
common to both groups as because the one group was deliberately copying the 
other.41

One quality that is suggested by the final, and unfortunately corrupted, 
portion of Festus’ text is castitas or purity. How the phrase quarum castitatem 
viris suis -/- sponoe *** a ceteris is to be translated exactly is uncertain but clearly 
it contains some reference to the Vestals’ purity, which brides also shall 
demonstrate or possess. Thus, our one ancient literary source draws a connection 
between this hairstyle and the quality of castitas. As such, this hairstyle is 
further evidence of the central importance of this quality to the Vestals.

More than this, though, the sex crines hairstyle can also be explained by and 
thus used as evidence for another less tangible similarity between a bride and a 
Vestal. As we shall see, the central purpose of both the most ancient form of 

Plate 1 Basins with drain set in the floor of the penus of the aedes Vestae.

Courtesy of the American Academy at Rome.
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Roman marriage rite that cum manu and the Vestal rite of captio involved a girl’s
removal from the familial cult under which she had lived from birth.42 The 
marriage rite in question removed a girl from the cult of her birth family and 
transferred her to that of her new husband’s family. The Vestal rite of captio
removed a girl from the cult of her birth family but manifestly did not complete 
the transfer of a girl to the cult of any new family. Instead, the new Vestal 
remained in a liminal state, outside the realm of any one Roman family. In both 
rites, though, there existed a period of time, brief in the case of a bride and of at 
least thirty years’ duration in the case of a Vestal, when the girl in question was 
no longer a member of her birth family’s cult nor yet a member of a new family 
cult. In both cases, the girl or woman in question wore her hair in the sex crines
style so long as the period of liminality lasted. The bride put aside her hairstyle 
as soon as the rites that ensured her transfer to her new family were complete. 
The Vestal, however, retained hers as long as she was a member of the priest-
hood, visibly demonstrating her peculiar liminal status and perhaps gaining 
protection from its existence.

It seems probable then that Vestals and brides employed the same hairstyle 
because they were both pure and occupied a liminal position in relation to the 
traditional Roman family structure. Such a solution satisfactorily avoids the 
traditional scholarly problem of who first made use of the sex crines, the bride or 
the Vestal. It also provides an explanation in keeping with what will be argued 
in later chapters of this book, namely that many of the special strictures 
surrounding the Vestals were connected to their liminal status as members of 
the Roman state, but non-members of that state’s family structure.

Along with a distinct hairstyle, the Vestals seem also to have had some 
special form of dress.43 Our literary sources suggest that that they regularly 
wore a stola44 and vittae,45 and when sacrificing, an infula and suffibulum.46 The 
various sculptures of senior Vestal Virgins found within the atrium Vestae seem 
to bear this description out, as all are portrayed dressed in a stola with the vittae
and suffibulum on their heads.47 At least some of these garments were also 
demonstrably visual signs of the Vestals’ purity and meant to serve as visual 
reminders to ordinary Romans of this purity (see Plates 2 and 3).

As Beard, who sees the stola and vittae as elements indicative of a general 
association between the Vestals and the matronae, observes, only two groups of 
women were permitted to wear the stola in ancient Rome, the matronae and the 
Vestals.48 Our ancient sources add that both prostitutes and freedwomen were 
explicitly forbidden to wear either of these garments.49 In other words, the stola
was restricted to the use of certain citizen class women.

As well though, there is some evidence to suggest that a woman whose 
husband had divorced her on account of some adultery on her part was also 
forbidden to wear the stola.50 Such a woman also lost her right to marry a 
Roman citizen and thus her status as being of citizen class herself.51 This last 
suggests that the stola was not only the symbol of a matrona but also the symbol 
of her castitas or purity on which her citizen status was dependent. Should a 
woman be found to be unchaste, then the stola, as a visible sign of this purity, 
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was taken from her. This raises the possibility that the Vestals wore stolae
not only because these garments associated them with the matronae, but also 
because these garments were the visible symbols of the purity that was 
necessary for women to remain members of the matronae and thus of the citizen 
classes.

Plate 2 Statue of a Vestal from the second century ce.

Courtesy of the American Academy at Rome.
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Such a picture finds further confirmation in the Vestals’ use of vittae.
These bands of cloth were used to tie up a woman’s hair and were worn by 
ordinary matronae and brides as well as by the Vestals.52 They also clearly had 
some religious significance as they were worn at sacrifices and other religious
rituals together with an infula.53 They were not, however, worn by freedwomen 

Plate 3 Statue of a Vestal from the second century ce.

Courtesy of the American Academy at Rome.
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(libertinae), even those who were considered casta or pure.54 Thus, they too were 
signs of their wearers’ citizen status and purity. That the Vestals wore these 
vittae and stola can be seen as further confirmation of the importance of these 
two elements to their cult.

Whether or not the remaining elements of their dress had the same meaning 
is unclear from the ancient evidence. Certainly, they had at the least a religious 
significance. The suffibulum, according to Festus, ‘was the white cloth . . . which 
the Vestal Virgins wore on their heads when sacrificing’ (Fest. p. 74 L). The 
infula was also worn by other priests and by sacrificial victims (Fest. p. 100 L). 
While neither of these citations mentions purity in any form, it is not unlikely 
that these two items had some such symbolic connection. If so, they would 
serve as further evidence of the Vestals’ purity. If not, then the Vestals’ wearing 
of them on religious occasions was no doubt meant simply as a visual sign of 
their sacred status.

Ritual storage and manufacture of religious substances

Alongside their role as purificatory agents, the Vestals had a second and simul-
taneous function, the guardianship of Rome’s symbolic storeroom and the 
ritual manufacture of certain religious substances, which, while often used in 
purificatory rites, seem also in some way to have been symbolic of Rome’s food 
stores. This role is represented in their ritual preparation of mola salsa and 
muries and most importantly in their responsibilities for the penus of Rome 
located within the aedes Vestae and for its sacral contents.

Three times a year, if Servius is to be trusted, the Vestals made the ritual 
substance mola salsa:

The three senior Vestal Virgins from 7 May to 14 May on alternate days 
place heads of spelt in harvest baskets, and these heads the Virgins them-
selves dry, crush and store when they have been crushed. From this spelt, 
the Virgins three times a year, at the Lupercalia, at the Vestalia and on 13 
September, make mola, when boiled salt and hard salt have been added.55

(Serv. Verg. Ecl. 8.82)

The Vestals also manufactured a type of brine called muries. Festus provides us 
with a detailed explanation of this ritual production:

Muries is, as Veranius explains, that which is made out of impure (sordidus)
salt, pounded in a pestle, and thrown into an earthenware pot, and then 
when it has been covered and sealed with gypsum, it is baked in an oven; to 
it, when it has been cut with an iron saw, and thrown into the large 
earthenware container (seria) which is within the aedes Vestae in the exterior 
penus, the Vestal Virgins add running water, of some sort, besides that 
which comes through the pipes, and this they later use in sacrifices.

(Fest. p. 152 L)
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In both of these rites, the Vestals prepared a ritual substance, which they then 
store within the aedes Vestae for later use in other religious rites primarily in a 
purificatory context.

Both of these substances, however, can also be seen as symbolic represen-
tations of Rome’s most basic foodstuffs. On the one hand mola salsa resembles 
closely the flour out of which early Roman bread would have been baked, on 
the other, muries seems connected to the brine most commonly used as a preser-
vative by the Romans.56 The Vestals’ preparation and storage of substances 
symbolic of these two most basic foodstuffs within the aedes Vestae suggests that 
one of their religious roles was the assurance of Rome’s finished food supplies 
and their appropriate storage.

This role finds further support in one of the most discussed ritual duties of 
the Vestals within the aedes Vestae, their care of the aedes’ penus, or storeroom.
Although most modern scholarly discussion has focused on the supposed 
contents of this penus and the evidence these contents provide for the Vestals’
role as fertility priestesses,57 this discussion is actually of secondary importance 
and has obscured the primary importance of the Vestals’ care of the penus and its 
contents. What mattered to the Romans was not whether or not the fascinus
included in Plutarch’s list of the contents of the penus was a symbol of fertility 
but that all of the contents of this penus were both secret and Rome’s most holy 
sacra. Plutarch himself as much as says this in his description of these contents:

And the most common opinion was that the Trojan Palladion was kept 
there, because Aeneas had brought it to Italy. Yet, there are those who say 
that the Samothracian statues also are kept there, and they tell the story 
that Dardanus brought them to Troy, and that after he had built the city, 
he celebrated the rites and dedicated those statues, and that Aeneas, after 
Troy’s destruction, took them and kept them safe until he reached Italy. 
Still others, believing that they know more of the matter, say that there are 
two medium sized wine jars, one of which is open and empty, while the 
other full and sealed up. The sacred virgins alone see both of these.

(Plu. Cam. 20)58

Even the ancients themselves were uncertain of what was hidden within the 
aedes Vestae. As such, a single ancient notation that the fascinus, which may or 
may not have had a connection to fertility, was included among these sacra
should not be taken as weighty evidence of the Vestals’ role as fertility 
priestesses.

What should be emphasized instead is the Vestals’ role as guardians of 
Rome’s symbolic storehouse. These priestesses were, as Plutarch observes, the 
only Romans allowed within the penus, and they alone knew the exact nature of 
the objects preserved within this storeroom. What was important was not so 
much the precise contents of the penus as the fact that the Vestals alone had 
responsibility for these contents and that these contents, whatever they were, 
were integral to the continued existence of Rome.59 The Vestals were in charge 
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of Rome’s symbolic storeroom and its contents and the proper fulfilment of 
this duty ensured the continued existence of Rome.

Conclusion

The rites performed by the Vestals within the confines of their aedes Vestae sug-
gest a two-pronged role for these priestesses in the construct that was Roman 
religion as a whole. On the one hand, they had a purificatory role. Our ancient 
sources’ emphasis on the purity of the Vestals, their goddess and her fire all 
point in this direction as does much of the symbolism inherent in the Vestals’
costume and hairstyle together with a close consideration of the rituals of water 
and fire these priestesses performed. On the other, they were concerned with 
the ritual protection of Rome’s symbolic storeroom and the manufacture of 
religious substances that were kept within it, as is demonstrated by the use to 
which they put Vesta’s fire as well as most importantly their guardianship of 
Rome’s symbolic penus or storehouse within the aedes Vestae.
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significant elements with that of a bride. C. Koch 1958: 1743 argues simply that 
the Vestals’ whole costume marked them out from all other Roman women. For the 
use of the stola exclusively by married women, see Fest. p. 122 L and Plin. Nat.
33.40. For a discussion of the stola itself, see H. Blanck 1997; P. Grimal 1985. For 
further bibliography, see also DnP 11. 1018–1019.

49 Mart. 1.36.8; Tib. 1.6.67; Tib. 4.10.3.
50 Mart. 2.39; Mart. 6.64.4; Schol. ad. Hor. l.c.
51 Since women could not vote, the real measure of their membership in Rome’s

citizen body was their ability to marry a Roman citizen and have Roman citizen 
children.

52 DnP 122. 270 together with A. Siebert 1995: 77–92.
53 TLL 711498–1500; DnP 5: 998.
54 Tib. 1.6.67.
55 See also Plin. Nat. 18.7. For a list of the other modern discussions of this substance, 

see above note 25.
56 G. Wissowa 1971: 260; F. Guizzi 1968: 109.
57 In particular, the observation of Plin. Nat. 28.7. 39 that: ‘and the fascinus, the 

protector not only of infants, but also of imperatores, which deity the Vestals guard 
among the Roman sacred items, and as a cure for jealousy protects the chariots of 
triumphators, hanging under them’. See also Var. L. 5.157. The fascinus was a 
magical amulet, shaped like a phallus and used to protect its wearer from possible 
harm. Using this single reference to such an item as evidence for the claim that the 
Vestals were fertility priestesses, modern scholars have enlarged the import of this 
single statement out of all proportion to its actual contents. What Pliny the Elder 
actually writes is that this fascinus was among the sacra Romana protected by the 
Vestals. From this statement, it is just as easy to make the case that this fascinus was 
kept by the Vestals because of its role as one of Rome’s sacra as because of any direct 
connection between the Vestals and fertility.

58 For another ancient description of the penus, see Fest. p. 296 L.
59 Cic. Phil. 11.24 describes the palladium, one of the items most generally accepted as 

part of the contents of the Vestals’ penus, ‘as that statue which fell down from heaven 
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and is kept in the custody of Vesta, and whose safety means we also shall be safe’. He 
makes a similar observation in his Scaur. 48.3. Flor. Epit. 1.1.105 offers a similar 
picture of the palladium’s importance, describing ‘the shields [of the Salii] and
the Palladium, [as] the secret emblems of imperium’. For further discussion of the 
palladium and a full list of ancient sources who discuss this relic, see DnP 9. 192–
193 together with K. Prowse 1967: 186; R. Siekveking 1924.



2 The Vestals in public

Alongside their religious duties within the precincts of the aedes Vestae, the 
Vestal Virgins also participated more publicly in at least nine annual state 
rites.1 These rites spanned almost the entire calendar year, beginning with the 
traditional New Year’s rites on 1 March and ending with the rites of Bona Dea
in December. The Vestals’ roles in them varied from a brief appearance at the 
side of the Pontifices at the Consualia to a more central position as the religious 
officials primarily responsible for tossing straw figures into the river Tiber at 
the rites of the Argei. Despite this seemingly broad range of rites and ritual 
activities, the same common motifs of purification and storage that we have 
seen in Chapter 1 appear here as well, suggesting once again that it was these 
ritual areas that were of special concern to the Vestals.

Purification

Of these nine rites, six clearly involved the Vestals in purificatory activities. 
The New Year’s rites of 1 March and the rites of the Vestalia find the Vestals 
performing cleansing rituals within the aedes Vestae, while in the rites of the 
Fordicidia and the October Horse, the priestesses prepared purificatory 
substances which were later distributed and used at the rites of the Parilia.
Finally, the rites of the Argei also seem to have had purificatory overtones.

The first set of annual rites, in which the Vestals participated, and for which 
we have contemporary sources, took place on 1 March but were actually New 
Year’s rites according to the original Roman calendar. Ovid’s Fasti contains a 
detailed account of this day and its rites, and provides us with some insight 
into the Vestals’ ritual duties on this occasion:

So that Vesta may also shine shaded with new leaf,
The white laurel departs from the Trojan hearth.
Add, that new fire is said to be lit within the secret shrine
And the renewed flame gains strength.
 (Ov. Fast. 3.141–144)

On this traditional first day of the New Year, the priestesses replaced the 
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previous year’s decoration of laurel branches on the aedes Vestae with new ones 
and kindled a new fire on the focus in place of the old one.2

While to some extent because of their timing, both of these rituals are 
connected with the renewal of the year, it should also be recognized that the 
Vestals’ duties on this occasion primarily involved the cleansing of the aedes
Vestae and the hearth within it. As such they suggest a second, more exact 
purpose for these priestesses’ activities, a purpose that is in keeping with what 
we have discovered in our examination of the Vestals’ daily rites, that is the 
purification of the Vestals’ shrine by the removal of the old year’s debris in 
preparation for the beginning of the new.

The Vestals also performed cleansing rituals in connection with the Vestalia,
which itself took place on 9 June.3 These rituals were even more clearly 
purificatory than those that took place on 1 March. Ovid notes in his account of 
the religious events that took place on 6 June that:

For the Dialis’ holy wife said to me:
‘Until the placid Tiber’s yellow waters carry
Trojan Vesta’s sweepings to the sea,
I am not allowed to comb my hair with clipped
boxwood or trim my nails with iron,
or touch my husband, although he is Jupiter’s priest
and given to me by perpetual law.
You, too, should not hurry. Your daughter will wed better,
when blazing Vesta shines with a clean floor.’
 (Ov. Fast. 6.226–234)4

Under 15 June, he again refers to the disposal of these ‘sweepings’.

This is that day on which you carry Vesta’s sweepings
to the sea, Tiber, through the Etruscan waters.
 (Ov. Fast. 6.713–714)

Two other ancient sources also name this ritual, Festus writing:

Q.S.D.F. [The day named] ‘When it is permitted to carry out the muck’,
this day is noted in the same way in the Fasti as that on which the [aedes
Vestae is purged] and the dirt in alvum ca. . . . cum id factum sit . . . ta.

(Fest. p. 310 L)

and Varro:

The day that is called ‘when it is permitted to carry out the muck’ is called 
this because on that day the dirt from the aedes Vestae is swept out and is 
carried through the Capitolium Clivum into a certain place.

(Var. L. 6.32)
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Whatever else the Vestalia involved,5 one aspect of this period was purificatory, 
with the Vestals cleaning out their shrine and disposing of its dirt in the 
purificatory element of running water.

The next three rites to be discussed form a related complex with the first two 
rites, the Fordicidia and the rites of the October Horse, involving purificatory 
activities leading up to and in preparation for the third, the Parilia. The first of 
these, the Fordicidia, took place in April. Ovid, the most detailed of our sources 
for this rite and the only one who explicitly mentions the Vestals in this 
connection, writes of these rites:6

When the third dawn after the Ides of Venus rises,
Pontifices, sacrifice a pregnant cow.
A ‘pregnant’ cow is in calf and is called ‘fruitful’ from ‘bearing’ (ferendo):
From this they think the name ‘fetus’ is taken.
The herd is now pregnant; the fields are also impregnated with seed:
A full victim is given to full Tellus.
Part of the sacrifice falls at the citadel of Jupiter, thirty curia accept
  a cow and drip with blood spattered widely.
But when the assistants have dragged the calves from the wombs
and given the cut-up entrails to the smoky hearths,
whoever is the oldest Vestal by birth burns the calves in a fire,
so that that ash may purify the people by the light of Pales.
 (Ov. Fast. 4.629–640)

On 15 April, the Pontifices sacrificed a pregnant cow at the citadel of Jupiter 
while in each of the thirty curiae other pregnant cows were also sacrificed. After 
these cows were slaughtered, their calves were torn from their wombs by the 
priests’ assistants and then burned in a fire by the senior Vestal Virgin. The 
ashes from the calves were then preserved for use at the later purificatory ritual 
of the Parilia.7

The main purpose of the Fordicidia as a whole is unambiguous. At Fasti
4.633–634, Ovid writes: ‘The herd is now pregnant; the fields are also impreg-
nated with seed: / A full victim is given to full Tellus’. The Fordicidia were 
fertility rites meant to ensure the success of the coming year’s crops and herds.8

Scholars have generally assumed that the Vestals’ activities in connection with 
these rites were sacrificial in nature and had the same general purpose as the 
rites as a whole. Yet, the Vestals’ actions were separate from and subsequent
to the main event of the rites, the sacrifice of the thirty cows, and the result
of their actions was a sacred substance used in a later purificatory rite. This 
suggests first that there is a subtle difference between the purpose of the 
Vestals’ participation in these rites and the purpose of the rites as a whole, and 
second that the purpose of the Vestals’ activities was purificatory.

While the actions performed by the Vestals on this occasion at first glance 
might seem to be sacrificial in nature, a closer examination of Ovid’s description 
reveals certain elements in them that set them off from ordinary sacrificial 
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practice and thus from the main rites of the Fordicidia. First, the whole calf was 
burned on the altar, and not just the entrails and blood as was traditional 
Roman sacrificial practice.9 Second, as part of his description of the Fordicidia,
Ovid states, ‘But when the assistants have dragged the calves from the wombs 
/ and given the cut up entrails to the smoky hearths, / whoever is the oldest 
Vestal by birth burns the calves in a fire, / so that that ash may purify the people 
by the light of Pales’ (Ov. Fast. 4.637–639). The burning of the calves was 
performed only after the cows’ entrails had been placed on the altar. As this 
disposal of the entrails was traditionally the last step of performing a sacrifice, 
it seems clear that the burning of the calves was at the very least set off and 
separated from the main sacrifice. Ovid also notes that the calves were all 
burned by the senior Vestal Virgin, something which suggests that the calves 
from the thirty curia were brought from the individual curia to a central 
location, perhaps the aedes Vestae, where the senior Vestal received them. The 
senior Vestal could not have simultaneously been present at all the various 
curiae’s sacrifices and thus her part of the rites was spatially removed from the 
sacrifice as well. Finally, her collecting and preserving of the ashes does not 
have, as far as we know, any counterpart in ordinary sacrificial procedure. Thus, 
rather than classifying the Vestal’s burning of the calves as a sacrificial action 
meant to enhance Rome’s fertility, it must be defined in some other way. Since 
the substance manufactured by the Vestals on this occasion was stored for later 
use in the purificatory rituals associated with the Parilia, it seems likely that 
the Vestals’ actions in connection with the Fordicidia should be seen as being 
primarily purificatory in nature.

The same is also true of the Vestals’ participation in the rites of the October 
Horse, which took place on 15 October.10 We have two main sources for the 
existence of a connection between the Vestals and these rites, Ovid and Festus, 
and while neither of them describes the Vestals’ actual activities in any detail, 
together they make it clear that these activities were also directed primarily to 
purificatory goals. Festus, the more detailed of the two, writes:

The October Horse is the name for the right-hand horse of the span that is 
victorious on the Field of Mars and which is sacrificed in the month of 
October every year to Mars . . . the tail of this horse is with the greatest 
speed carried into the regia so that its blood can be poured on the hearth.

(Fest. p. 190 L)

Ovid states briefly as part of his description of the Parilia, ‘the blood of the 
horse will be the purificatory substance’ (Ov. Fast. 4.733), a reference, which 
since it is generally accepted as referring to the blood collected at the rites
of the October Horse, can mean only that the Vestals’ activities here are 
connected with purification.11

The culmination of this complex of rites was the Parilia, which occurred a 
week after the Fordicidia in April.12 Ovid, describing these rites, writes:
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Night has gone, and dawn comes. The Parilia call me.
I am not called in vain, if gentle Pales is favourable.
Gentle Pales, may you favour me singing of the pastoral rites,
if I honour your holy days with my service.
Certainly I have often carried in my full hands ash from a calf
and bean stalks, burned sources of purification.
Certainly I have jumped the flames placed in a triple row
and shaken water drops from the damp laurel.
The goddess is moved and favours my work. The ship
leaves the dock, my sails now have their winds.
Go people; seek the fumigant from the virginal altar;
Vesta will give it; you will be made pure by the gift of Vesta.
The blood of the horse and the ash of a calf will be the fumigant;
The third part will be a hard bean’s empty stalk.
 (Ov. Fast. 4.721–734)

While Ovid does not explicitly mention the Vestals, it seems clear from his use 
of the description ‘virginal altar’ and his references to Vesta in his statement 
‘Go people; seek the fumigant from the virginal altar: / Vesta will give it, you 
will be made pure by the gift of Vesta’ (Ov. Fast. 4.731–732) that the goddess’
priestesses were in some measure involved in these rites.13

Like the Fordicidia, the Parilia seem to have had some fertility and some 
purificatory aspects.14 Unlike the rites of the previous week, however, these 
rites’ immediate purpose seems to have been purificatory and only in a very 
general sense might they be considered fertility rites. In describing the Parilia,
Ovid, devotes by far the greatest part of this passage to prayers for purification, 
making only a few brief references that hint at a connection between the rites 
and a concern with the continued fertility of the crops and herds.15 He begins 
his account with a description of the ashes, beans and blood to be sought, 
calling them ‘pure fumigants’.16 He then continues with a command to the 
people to seek the means of purification from the altar of Vesta, explicitly 
saying that they will be made pure through Vesta. After this, he turns to a 
description of rural Parilia rites and gives an account of a prayer offered by a 
shepherd, most of which is taken up with requests to be forgiven for possible 
sins.17 The only time that we find anything to suggest that these rites were 
fertility rites in the narrower sense is in this prayer and this is limited to a few 
lines whose content is closely entwined with the farmer’s plea for purification. 
The bulk of Ovid’s account of the Parilia is taken up with what are clearly 
purificatory measures. This overwhelming concern with purification and the 
minimal references to fertility suggest strongly that these rites were meant 
primarily as purificatory measures and were concerned with fertility only in as 
much as many ancient agricultural rites were to some extent fertility-related by 
their very nature.

Even if this were not the case, Ovid makes it clear that, as with their role in 
the Fordicidia, the purpose of the Vestals’ activities in connection with these 
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rites was twofold. On the one hand, the Vestals are clearly participating in 
these rites in their role as guardians of Rome’s stores, doling out a sacred 
substance that has been preserved within their precincts. On the other, the 
substance they dole out is purificatory in nature. When Ovid speaks of Vesta 
(and hence presumably of the Vestals), he speaks of her (and so of them) as the 
keeper and provider of the means of purification – the ashes of the calves and 
the blood of the horse, which together make up the suffimen.18 Furthermore, he 
explicitly tells his audience that they ‘will be made pure by the gift of Vesta’
(Ov. Fast. 4.732). Other than this, he makes no statement that could be 
construed as connecting the Vestals with participation in these rites. Indeed, 
his whole account intimates that the other rituals associated with these rites 
were carried out by private individuals, for he speaks of himself as performing 
the actual rituals on occasion and credits a nameless shepherd with carrying out 
the rural version of these rites. This limited nature of the Vestals’ participation 
has the effect of suggesting again that one of their primary religious concerns 
was purification.

The last of the six annual rites that involved the Vestals in purificatory 
activities is that of the Argei. Dionysius of Halicarnassus offers the most 
complete description of the general ritual involved in these rites, but he has 
little to say about the Vestals’ role in them, except to note that they were 
present along with a number of other Roman priests and dignitaries:19

. . . a little after the spring equinox, in the month of May, on what they call 
the Ides (the day they consider to be the middle of the month); on this day 
after offering the preliminary sacrifices according to the laws, the Pontifices, 
as the most important of the priests are called, and with them the virgins 
who guard the immortal fire, the Praetors, and whatever other citizens as 
may lawfully be present at the rites, throw from the sacred bridge into the 
river Tiber thirty effigies made in the likeness of men, which they call 
Argei.

(D. H. 1.38.3)

Fortunately, two other ancient sources’ briefer references to these rites provide 
us with a more detailed picture of the Vestals’ ritual duties in this connection. 
The first of these two sources, Ovid, writes of the rites, ‘Today also the Virgin 
hurls the straw dummies / of earlier men from the oaken bridge’ (Ov. Fast.
5.621–622),20 while the second, Festus, adds: ‘Argeos is what they used to call 
the effigies of reeds, which were thrown by the Vestal Virgins each year into 
the Tiber’ (Fest. p. 14 L). Taken together, these accounts suggest that the 
Vestals’ ritual duties were central to this occasion and consisted first in taking 
part in a procession, which also included the Pontifices, the Praetors, and other 
citizens who were legally allowed to participate (whoever they may have been), 
from some undetermined point in Rome to the pons sublicus, and second in 
throwing somewhere between twenty-four and thirty human figures made of 
rush off this bridge into the river Tiber.21
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Since the Vestals’ ritual duties formed the centrepiece of these rites, it seems 
likely that their purpose and that of the rites as a whole is the same. While it is 
not entirely certain what the purpose of these rites was, D. Harmon posits that 
these rites were primarily purificatory ones, meant to symbolically dispose of 
the ghosts and spirits thought to be present at Rome during the Lemuria, the 
period immediately preceding the rites of the Argei.22 Harmon further argues 
that the Vestals’ actions represented some sort of purification of the city, 
suggesting that whatever the precise significance of the rush figures, the 
Vestals’ action in throwing them off the bridge into the Tiber was likely to 
have been a purificatory act.23 His theory finds support in other instances of 
which we know (some of them involving the Vestals) where unclean objects 
were thrown into the Tiber in order to avoid the pollution of the land or the 
city: at the Vestalia, for example, the purgamenta of the aedes Vestae were thrown 
into the Tiber, as were the bodies of criminals and anything seen as a prodigium.24

Following Harmon’s theory, we have a final piece of evidence supporting the 
contention that one of the major aspects of the Vestals’ religious position was 
purificatory in nature.

Ritual storage and manufacture of religious substances

Not only does the Vestals’ participation in these nine annual rites focus on 
purification, but also their ritual activities in connection with many of these 
rites show a concern with the storage and manufacture of holy substances that 
can be seen as symbolic of the preparation of grain to flour. Of the nine rites 
under discussion, again six of them provide evidence of this type of task. The 
Fordicidia and the rites of the October Horse involved the manufacture of a 
flour-like substance that was stored for subsequent use in the Parilia. The 
Vestalia were in some way connected with bakers and the milling of grain, 
while the Consualia and Opsconsivia both honoured deities of storage. The fact 
that of these six rites four also had a purificatory element suggests as well that 
these two Vestal duties were inextricably linked in the minds of the Romans.

From 7 to 15 June, the aedes of Vesta was opened to the women of Rome. In 
the midst of this period, on 9 June, Vesta’s own special festival, the Vestalia,
took place. Ovid devotes a relatively long section of his work to this day, 
offering a detailed description of its mythical origins, but providing only hints 
of the actual rites that might have been carried out by the Vestals. Nevertheless 
these hints are enough to at least demonstrate a connection between their 
goddess and the manufacture of grain into flour and bread.25

There survives to this time a piece of ancient custom:
A pure platter brings Vesta offered food.
Look, bread hangs from garlanded donkeys,
and chains of flowers veil rough millstones.
Farmers used to roast only spelt in ovens
(these are the rites of the Goddess, Fornax).
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The hearth itself baked the bread covered in its ash;
after a chipped tile had been placed on the warm floor.
Hence the baker serves the hearth and the mistress of the hearths
And the donkey who turns the pumice millstones.
 (Ov. Fast. 6.309–318)26

When we add to these lines Servius’ discussion of the Vestals’ making of mola
salsa, this connection is broadened to include the Vestals as well: ‘From this 
spelt, the virgins made mola three times a year, at the Lupercalia, at the Vestalia
and on 13 September, when boiled salt and rough salt had been added’ (Serv. 
Verg. Ecl. 8.82).27

Some modern scholars have wished to see these rites as related to the fertility 
of the crops,28 but this seems dubious in light of Ovid’s comparison of Vesta to 
a sterile flame and his description of her as one who ‘is a virgin, giving and 
taking / no seed, and [who] loves companions in virginity’ (Ov. Fast. 6.291–
294). It is difficult to see how rites celebrated in honour of a goddess described 
in such a fashion could be seen as fertility ones. In Ovid’s account of the myth 
behind these rites, however, Jupiter commands Vesta to see to the drying of the 
grain and the baking of bread.29 This seems to offer a clue to a more likely 
significance for these rites, suggesting that they celebrated Vesta’s provenance 
as the manufacturer and provider of food through fire, her special element. 
Ovid’s remarks about the significance of the festival to bakers as well as his 
description of bread as a suitable offering to Vesta lend further support to this 
possibility.30 So too does Servius’ linking of the Vestals’ manufacture of mola
salsa to this day. Thus on the balance, the evidence suggests that these rites 
were meant as a celebration of the power of the hearth-fire and particularly its 
ability to ensure the successful transformation of raw grain into a finished, 
edible product. This fits well with the concern with the manufacture (again 
through the use of fire), storage and distribution of various substances, some of 
which clearly symbolize Rome’s food supplies, which we have already demon-
strated in Chapter 1, and perhaps explains where this aspect originated.

With the Vestalia we reach the end of our best source for annual Roman 
religious festivals, Ovid’s Fasti, and instead must depend on passing references 
in other authors’ works for information about the year’s remaining rites. 
Unfortunately, this means that our knowledge of the Vestals’ role in the rites of 
the second half of the year is weaker than it is for the first half. Two rites to 
which ancient sources do connect the Vestals though, the Consualia and the 
Opsconsivia, give further evidence of their concern with Rome’s stores.

The early Christian author Tertullian observes of the first:

And now the altar to Consus is buried under the earth in the circus at the 
first turning posts with an inscription of this sort: CONSUS CONSILIO 
MARS DUELLO LARES COILLO POTENTES. The public priests sacrifice 
at this altar on 7 July, and on 21 August the Flamen Quirinalis and the 
virgins.31

(Tert. Spect. 5.7)
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Although some few ancient sources seem to have believed that Consus was the 
god of counsel (based on the etymology of the god’s name), the bulk of scholars, 
both ancient and modern, have chosen to see him instead as the god of stores.32

This combined with the timing of the festival, in August at the time of the 
traditional Roman harvest, suggests that the Consualia were rites meant to 
ensure the protection and successful storage of the newly gathered harvest.33

The Vestals’ participation in these rites connects them once again with the 
preservation of Rome’s stores.

Roughly one week later, on 25 August, the Opsconsivia were held. Although 
very little is known about these rites, Varro makes a rather cryptic statement 
that suggests the Vestals might have had some role in them. Writing of this 
festival and of the goddess, Ops, he notes: ‘The day Opsconsivia takes its name 
from the goddess Ops Consiva, whose shrine is in the Regia, so that no one 
besides the Vestal virgins and the public priest may enter it’ (Var. L.6.21).34

While Varro does not explicitly state that the Vestals participated in the 
Opsconsivia, it seems likely that, since the Vestals together with the sacerdos
publicus (presumably the Pontifex Maximus) were the only ones allowed in the 
shrine of Ops, they were in some way involved in her rites.35

Festus suggests that Ops was the goddess of plenty, a manifestation of the 
Earth herself with all her wealth, and our other ancient sources are in accord 
with this.36 Modern scholars, following the ancients’ descriptions, have there-
fore seen Ops as a harvest goddess closely connected with Consus, and have 
suggested that the Opsconsivia were rites connected in some fashion to a sym-
bolic storehouse of Rome.37 If so, we once again have evidence that connects the 
Vestals to the rites of a deity whose main provenance was the protection of the 
stores and of the harvest.

Finally, the rites of the Fordicidia and the October Horse, already discussed, 
not only had purificatory overtones, but also simultaneously involved the 
Vestal manufacture of ritual substances, which were stored and subsequently 
distributed at the Parilia. During the Fordicidia the Vestals burned the calves 
torn from the thirty cows on their fire while during the rites of the October 
Horse, the priestesses burned the blood from the tail of the horse. In both cases 
the resulting ashes were then stored for use at the later purificatory ritual of the 
Parilia.

All of the above rituals in one way or another involve the Vestals’ manu-
facture of some flour-like substance using Vesta’s fire, and in most cases
also include the subsequent storage of these substances. As such, these ritual 
activities closely replicate the ordinary Roman procedure for transforming the
harvested grain into flour. As such they serve as further evidence that one 
aspect of the Vestals’ religious position was a ‘storage function’, that is a
concern with the symbolic manufacture and successful protection of Rome’s
stores, whether religious or otherwise.
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The December rites of Bona Dea

Only one annual rite in which the Vestals participated does not immediately fit 
the patterns established above. This is the December rite of Bona Dea.38 As a 
women’s mystery rite, it might be expected to present a special challenge to us, 
since our male sources are unlikely to have known the details of rites to which 
they were not admitted. Surprisingly, this is not the case, for we are provided 
with some fairly detailed and seemingly accurate descriptions of the rituals 
performed in connection with these rites. H. H. J. Brouwer, summarizing 
these various ancient descriptions in his book on Bona Dea, writes:

On the eve of the feast all the men, both members of the family and of the 
staff, leave the house of the magistrate where that year the rites are to be 
performed. The mistress of the house together with the female servants (?), 
decorates the festive hall with plants and flowers, and bowers are arranged, 
covered with vine – though this must have been somewhat problematic in 
December. The cult statue, borrowed for the occasion from the temple (?), 
is set up in the festive hall and in front of the statue the pulvinar and a small 
table with the sacred vessels from which the goddess is thought to eat and 
drink. Next a young sow (Juvenal) or a pregnant sow (if Macrobius’ remark 
also relates to this feast) is sacrificed and a libation is poured by the mistress 
of the house. Then the participants, the noble women of Rome and the 
Vestal Virgins, make merry, drinking wine and being enlivened by music 
performed by female harpers and flautists.39

The wording of Brouwer’s description, however, unfortunately masks one 
major problem inherent in our sources: the question of who sacrificed the pig, 
the Vestals or ‘the mistress of the house’. Our ancient sources themselves are 
divided on this issue, with some of them claiming the former, others the latter, 
still others making no comment. Cicero in his De Haruspicum Responso credits 
the Vestals with the explicit performance of a sacrifice, writing, ‘what is done 
by the Vestal Virgins is done for the Roman people’ (Cic. Har. 17.37). He is 
supported in this by Asconius, who writes that ‘the Virgins made a sacrifice for 
the Roman people’ (Asc. Mil. 43). Against this evidence must be placed 
Plutarch, who claims that the matron of the house performed the sacrifice.40

On the balance, Cicero, as a native Roman with close connections to participants 
in these rites (his wife Terentia after all was the ‘mistress of the house’ in 
question on one occasion) and supported by Asconius, seems the more reliable 
source in this instance, so it is likely that the Vestals themselves performed this 
sacrifice.

If we are right in seeing the Vestals as the sacrificants, then we have here 
clear evidence that they had full sacrificial capacities.41 At the same time, it 
must be remembered that this sacrifice took place in the context of women’s
rites and that as such it falls into a special category, for women’s rites often turn 
traditional religious practices on their heads and permit to women a latitude of 
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action that is not regularly allowed them. This means that the Vestals’ full 
sacrificial capacity may well have been an anomaly permitted only in the 
context of a women’s rite and that at other times their capacity may have been 
more limited. When we add to this the fact that in every one of the other 
instances of possible Vestal sacrifice the exact extent of their participation is 
ambiguous, we are left with the very real possibility that their sacrificial 
capacity was limited. Unfortunately, no definitive conclusions can be reached 
on this issue, but the possibility should at least be raised.

If we are right in seeing the Vestals rather than ‘the mistress of the house’ as 
the sacrificant(s), then we are almost certainly justified in seeing the purpose of 
their actions as being the same as the general purpose of the rites. Here, 
however, we run into problems, for where the rites already discussed all fall 
into more or less clearly definable categories – purification and/or storage rites 
– the purpose of these rites is much less apparent. The fact that these rites were 
mystery rites, open only to women, has suggested to some scholars that their 
purpose may originally have had some connection to fertility (on an analogy 
with the Greek, Eleusinian mystery rites and presumably meant in the broadest 
sense of the term).42 Yet our ancient sources, most notably Cicero, say only that 
these rites were celebrated ‘for the safety of the Roman people’ (Cic. Har.
17.37), a statement which is only vaguely related to fertility. Thus, we are also 
left with some uncertainties here. Probably, the best solution is that of 
Brouwer, who suggests that these rites were originally women’s fertility rites 
that over time took on a broader application and came to be considered rites 
meant to ensure the general safety of the Roman people.43

The Vestals’ participation in these rites does not fit neatly into either of our 
previous categories. This seeming discrepancy can, however, be explained both 
by the fact that these rites were women’s rites and the Vestals’ participation in 
them due to this fact and by the fact that these rites were, as Cicero states, 
celebrated ‘for the safety of the Roman people’, a purpose which was in the end 
at the heart of all the Vestals’ rituals, whatever their primary roles might 
otherwise be.

Other public ritual appearances

As well as publicly participating in these nine rites, ancient sources note that 
the Vestals also made public appearances sitting in special seats at the 
gladiatorial games.44 Cicero, for example, writes in his defence of Murena, 
‘what if a vestal virgin, my client’s close relation, gave up her place at the games 
in his favour’ (Cic. Mur. 73). The seating arrangements referred to here by 
Cicero are likely to have had their roots in the need for the Vestals’ participation 
in various rites connected with some, if not all, of the gladiatorial games they 
attended. Public theatrical performances and gladiatorial games in Rome were 
as much religious rites meant to honour various divinities, as they were sources 
of public entertainment. At the beginning of each performance, offerings were 
made to the deity or deities in whose honour the games were being held. The 
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priests who performed these rites also had special seats at the games, from 
which they could oversee the spectacle performed in honour of their god.45

While we have no firm evidence that the Vestals played an official role at every 
games, we do know that they had a religious role to play in at least some of 
them. Twice a year together with the pontiffs, the priestesses participated in 
rites honouring Consus, which were held within the Circus before the 
performance of games in his honour.46 As well, a number of the other festivals, 
which involved the performance of public games, were ones in which we know 
the Vestals had a ritual responsibility. For example, both the Parilia and 
Cerialia in April seem to have involved some form of public performance, as 
did the Vestalia and the Lupercalia.47 In all of these rites, the Vestals took, if not 
the central role, an important one. One reason for the Vestals’ special seating at 
the front of the circus, therefore, seems likely to have been the requirements of 
their ritual duties in connection with each of these public spectacles. At the 
same time, it should not be overlooked that the special seating arrangements 
kept the Vestals separate from the profane crowds and served as a visual 
reminder of their special status.

Conclusion

Our examination of the Vestals’ religious activities in connection with various 
public, state rites reveals a definite pattern. First and foremost, the combination 
of the fact that the largest group of the Vestals’ ritual duties falls under the 
rubric ‘purification’ and the fact that four of the nine annual rites, in which 
they participated, were mainly purificatory in nature suggest that one major 
aspect of the Vestals’ religious position was purificatory. This supposition is 
further strengthened when we take into account the fact that even in some of 
the rites directed towards other purposes, most notably the fertility rites of 1 
March and the Fordicidia, the Vestals’ participation is primarily limited to 
purificatory actions. Next, the fact that a second substantial group of ritual 
duties revolves around the manufacture, preservation and distribution of 
religious stores and the fact that three of the nine rites, those I have termed 
‘harvest rites’, are also concerned with similar activities suggest that a second 
aspect of the Vestals’ religious position was a concern with the protection of 
Rome’s stores, that is a storage function.

It is noteworthy that this pattern repeats the one already discovered in 
connection with the rituals the Vestals performed within the aedes Vestae. In 
other words, the Vestals’ ritual activities in both the public and private sphere 
follow the same pattern. The priestesses cleaned and purified sacra; they 
prepared and stored religious substances, and performed rites associated with 
the city’s hearth fire. The reiteration of this pattern in both annual and daily 
cult duties emphasizes this pattern’s centrality to any clear understanding of 
the Vestals’ religious role. However we define this role in the end, this 
definition must include some reference to these sorts of activities.
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Notes
 1 By public, annual, state rites, I mean religious rites which were open to at least 

some substantial portion of the general public and which were performed every 
year on behalf of the Roman state and Roman people as a whole.

  The Vestals’ participation in a tenth annual rite, the Parentalia, is also mentioned 
in the fourth century ce calendar of Philocalus. Because this source is outside the 
general time period of this book, a detailed discussion of this rite and the Vestals’
role in it is not included here. Nothing in the Vestals’ participation in this rite, 
though, is out of keeping with my findings here. Those interested in the Vestals’
role in the Parentalia are referred to R. Wildfang 2001.

 2 In both instances, although Ovid never explicitly states that the Vestals performed 
these tasks, it seems safe to assume that this was the case, as both the aedes Vestae and 
the flame within it were one of their order’s primary responsibilities, and only they 
and the Pontifex Maximus were permitted entry into the shrine. Macr. 1.12.6 
writes of a related rite, ‘on the first day of this month, they lighted a new fire on the 
altar of Vesta, so that when the year began the care of preserving a renewed fire 
began again’, although Macrobius’ statement does leave unclear whether he was 
describing the fire on the central hearth of Vesta or that within a private house. 
Possibly he was speaking about a ritual performed in every Roman household on 
this day.

  See also J. Frazer 1931: 38–41 for a longer and somewhat dated discussion of the 
many supposed parallels between the annual renewal of Vesta’s fire and similar 
renewals of fire in other cultures, and F. Bömer 1957–1958: 153 for a briefer 
discussion of these rites. See also G. Radke (1993) for a general discussion of these 
rites.

 3 M. Torelli 1995; H. Scullard 1981: 148–150; G. Wissowa 1971: 158–160. For a 
discussion of Ovid’s portrayal of these rites, see G. Williams 1991.

 4 For commentators’ discussions of this passage and these rites, see F. Bömer 1957–
1958: 351–352; J. Frazer 1927: 166–168.

 5 See pages 28–29.
 6 References to the Fordicidia, which do not explicitly mention the Vestals, include: 

CIL 12 p. 315; Fest. p. 91 L; Lyd. Mens. 4. 72 p. 124 W; Var. L. 2.5.6. Although
our ancient sources differ on some minor details relating to these rites, most 
noticeably the spelling and pronunciation of forda versus horda, they are agreed on 
the basic aspects of the rituals involved and, most important for our purposes, none 
contradict Ovid’s view of the Vestals’ part in them. For discussions of these rites, 
see D. Porte 2003; DnP 4. 589; H. Scullard 1981: 102; G: Wissowa 1971: 192;
H. Le Bonniec 1958: 66–67.

 7 F. Bömer 1957–1958: 263 discusses this description at some length and makes a 
similar point about the grammatical construction of this passage, without drawing 
any conclusions regarding the possible significance of this construction for our 
understanding of the Vestals’ roles in this rite.

 8 H. Le Bonniec 1958: 66–67. See also E. Fantham 1998: 212; F. Bömer 1957: 264; 
J. Frazer 1931: 316–317.

 9 H. Scullard 1981: 24; G. Wissowa 1971: 409 ff.
10 For general discussions of these rites, see M. York 1986: 178–179; C. B. Pascal 

1981; J. Vanggaard 1979.
11 For detailed discussions of this passage, none of which contradicts this connection, 

see E. Fantham 1998: 230; F. Bömer 1957–1958: 274; J. Frazer 1931: 344.
12 For general discussions of these rites, see F. Graf 1992; M. Beard 1987, 1988a;

J. Vanggaard 1971; G. Wissowa 1971: 199–201.
13 So all commentators on Ovid. E. Fantham 1998: 230; F. Bömer 1957–1958: 274; 

J. Frazer 1931: 344.
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14 Ov. Fast. 4.767–776.
15 Our other ancient sources, Ath. 8.361; Cic. Div. 2.98; D. H. 1.88.3; Plu. Rom.

12.1; Prop. 4.4.73–78; Tib. 2.5.89 ff.; Var. L. 6.15; Vell. 1.8.4, all offer even less 
detail than Ovid and are thus of little help to us. For a discussion of the passage in 
Propertius, see J. L. Butrica 2000.

16 Ov. Fast. 4.726.
17 Ov. Fast. 4.747–755.
18 The term suffimen appears only here and seems to be a poetic diminution of the word 

suffimentum used by Cicero and Pliny the Elder. In all of the instances it is used, it is 
used to describe ‘a substance meant to fumigate’ (OLD 1861). See also E. Fantham 
1998: 274; F. Bömer 1957–1958: 274, who both discuss Ovid’s suffimen.

19 Authors who refer to the Argei, but do not mention the Vestals, include: Cic.
S. Rosc. 100; Gel. 10.15.30; Macr. 1.11.46; Plu. Quaes.Rom. 32.86; Var. L. 7.44.
For modern discussions of these rites, see F. Graf 2000; W. Pötscher 1998–1999;
A. Ziolkowski 1998–1999; A. Storchi Marino 1991–1994; G. Radke 1993; B. 
Nagy 1985.

20 F. Bömer 1957–1958: 327–330 discusses this passage at some length. So too does 
J. Frazer 1931: 74–109, who discusses the various theories of the origins and 
significance of this rite in even greater detail. In the end, Frazer decides in favour of 
the possibility that these rites were purification rites, arguing convincingly against 
the theory that they were ‘vegetation rites’ (p. 86).

21 Again our sources vary concerning the precise number of the figures and the 
significance of that number: Dionysius suggests thirty, while Varro suggests either 
twenty-four or twenty-seven. For modern discussions of this issue, see F. Graf 
2000; H. Scullard 1981: 120.

22 D. Harmon 1978: 1454–1459. A third theory, that of L. Holland 1961, which 
posits that this ceremony was part of a series of rites, all performed by the Vestals 
and all meant as fertility rites, should be noted here because it is so closely based on 
the Vestals’ participation, but it meets with two particular problems raised by 
Harmon. First, the theory does not adequately explain why human figurines were 
disposed of on this occasion. Second, and more convincingly, it is difficult to 
reconcile the theory that this ceremony was the culmination of a series of harvest/
fertility rituals, in which case we would expect the figures to be made of straw, with 
our ancient sources’ belief that the figures were made of rush (scirpeas). See also DnP
1. 1057–1059; F. Graf 2000; A. Ziolkowski 1998–1999; B. Nagy 1985.

23 D. Harmon 1978: 1455.
24 Liv. 27.35.5; Liv. 36.37.2; Obs. 25. For a modern discussion of this practice, see:

C. O. Thulin 1906: 117 ff.
25 There is in fact nothing in Ovid’s account, other than the name of the festival itself, 

to suggest that the Vestals participated in the rituals he describes. It in fact seems 
quite likely that the rites described by the poet were mainly celebrated by private 
individuals. Nonetheless the name of the rite together with Servius’ observations 
on the Vestals’ manufacture of mola salsa on this day suggest that the Vestals had 
some part to play in these rites.

26 Prop. 4.1.21–22 also mentions the decoration of donkeys in connection with Vesta. 
Again see F. Bömer 1957–1958: 359–361; J. Frazer 1931: 230–231.

27 H. Scullard 1981: 149–150 suggests that the year’s supply of mole salsa was pre-
pared on this occasion, following the gathering of ears of spelt on 7, 9 and 11 May, 
but it is unclear what evidence he uses as a basis for this claim.

28 H. Versnel 1993: 167 discusses this issue.
29 Ov. Fast. 6.381–383.
30 Ov. Fast. 6.317–318.
31 For other descriptions of the rites, see D. H. 1.33.2; 2.31.3; Plu. Quaest. Rom. 48; 

Var. L. 6.20. In none of these passages, though, do our authors mention the 
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presence or participation of the Vestals. See also F. Bernstein 1997; G. Capdeville 
1993b; U. Scholz 1993.

32 H. Scullard 1981: 163; A. Piganiol 1973: 175–177; G. Wissowa 1971: 201–204;
P. Stehouwer 1956.

33 DnP 3: 148–149; G. Wissowa 1971: 202; K. Latte 1960: 72.
34 On Ops, see P. Pouthier 1981; P. G. Stehouwer 1956.
35 Our other ancient sources for the Opsconsivia, Fest. p. 292 L; Fest. p. 202 L and

Liv. 39.22.4, do not mention the Vestals’ participation, but because they are so 
imprecise, this should not be taken as negative evidence.

36 Fest. p. 202 L.
37 See B. Liou-Gille 2002; P. Pouthier 1981. H. Scullard 1981: 181, beginning from 

Livy’s (39.22.4) statement that Ops had a shrine in the Regia, posits that this 
shrine may have originally been connected to the storehouse of the king.

38 Modern discussions of these rites are extensive. See, among others, H. Versnel 
1992, 1993; H. Brouwer 1989; G. Wissowa 1971: 216–219.

39 H. Brouwer 1989: 369.
40 Plu. Cic. 19.
41 O. De Cazanove 1987, for example, has argued that of all Roman women, only the 

Vestals were allowed to sacrifice and that this capacity should be seen as evidence of 
the Vestals’ male aspect.

42 H. Brouwer 1989: 387. For a slightly revised view of the significance of this festival, 
see also H. Versnel 1992.

43 H. Brouwer 1989: 396–397.
44 Cic. Mur. 35.73 is our earliest source for this privilege, which was seemingly 

expanded over time. See Chapter 6 for more details on this expansion.
45 See, for example, D. Bomgardner’s 2000: 18–19 discussion of the Arval brothers’

seating at the Circus Maximus.
46 See pages 29–30 for a discussion of the Vestals’ participation in these rites.
47 See G. Capdeville 1993a for a general discussion of this practice.



3 Vestal initiation – the rite
 of captio

When a girl became a Vestal Virgin, she underwent a religious ritual whose 
procedure can hardly have reassured a nervous, young Vestal candidate.1 Seated 
on her father’s lap,2 she awaited the approach of the Pontifex Maximus, who 
seized her by the hand and took her away ‘as if’, Aulus Gellius remarks, ‘she had 
been captured in war’.3 At the same time as he took charge of her, the Pontifex 
solemnly recited:

I take you thus, Amata, as a Vestal priestess, who will perform the rites, 
which it is right that a Vestal priestess perform on behalf of the Roman 
people, on the same terms as she who was a Vestal on the best terms.

(Gell. 1.12.14)

This chapter examines Aulus Gellius’ account of this so-called rite of captio,4

together with his description of the process for selecting a Vestal candidate and 
his accompanying list of requirements and exemptions that had to be met 
before a girl could be considered an eligible Vestal candidate. It argues that the 
rite of captio primarily aimed at ensuring that the Vestals remained full 
members of the Roman civic body (i.e. the female equivalent of citizens), while 
becoming non-members of any of the individual families that together made 
up Rome’s underlying family structure. This theory is reinforced in Chapters 4 
and 5, which consider other aspects of the Vestals’ cult and daily life, in par-
ticular the most central requirement of the order, these priestesses’ continual 
virginity, and their special legal and financial status.

The ritual of captio

Ever since I. Santinelli at the beginning of the twentieth century drew a
comparison between the Vestal rite of captio and a Roman marriage ceremony,5

modern scholarly discussion of this rite has focused on the question of whether 
or not his comparison was correct. Scholars have argued for or against this
comparison in turn, seemingly according to where they stand on the question 
of whether the Vestals symbolically represented the wives or the daughters of 
the archaic Roman kings.6 Those scholars who favour the view that the Vestals 
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embodied the wife of the king argue that the rite of captio symbolized the mar-
riage rites of the king and queen (with the Pontifex Maximus taking the role of 
king and the Vestal candidate that of queen).7 Those who, on the contrary, 
believe that the Vestals represented the daughters of the king, claim equally 
fervently that the rite of captio manifestly did not symbolize this marriage
ceremony.8 What it did symbolize, though, they leave largely unexplained.

This discussion has perhaps been so enduring because both sides have some 
merit to their argument. As Santinelli and others have observed, the rite of 
captio does indeed resemble a Roman marriage ceremony in some respects.9 In 
both rites, the girl is removed from the embrace of one of her parents, and both 
rites seem to have had some war imagery. Aulus Gellius, for example, observes 
that in the rite of captio, the removal of a girl from her father’s lap was done as if 
in war, while Festus notes that the bride’s hair was parted with a spear.10

At the same time, however, as other scholars have also observed, there are 
some marked differences between the two rites. The Vestal candidate was 
taken not from her mother’s lap, as a bride was, but from her father’s, and the 
war imagery described is not directly parallel. In the marriage rite cum manu, a 
bride’s hair was parted with a spear; in the rite of captio, the Vestal candidate 
was treated as a captive of war. Neither do the remaining rituals of captio
parallel the remaining rituals of a Roman marriage ceremony. The Vestal candi-
date was not accompanied to her ‘symbolic’ husband’s house by a torch-lit 
procession, nor were any other rites reminiscent of the Roman wedding
ceremony performed in connection with her induction into the Vestal order. 
Thus, to say that the rite of captio was merely a symbolic marriage ceremony is 
to oversimplify. At the same time, however, to claim that the two rites are 
wholly unrelated goes too far in the other direction. Instead, some middle 
ground must be found, one that can simultaneously explain the two rites’
similarities and clarify their differences.

One possible explanation that accounts for both the similarities and 
differences between these two rites is that, while their main purposes may have 
been different, they had a common subsidiary purpose. The main purpose of 
the rite of captio was, of course, to induct a girl into the Vestal order and make 
her a priestess. As part of this process, however, Aulus Gellius notes:

Moreover, a Vestal Virgin, as soon as she has been taken and led into the 
atrium of Vesta and handed over to the Pontifices, immediately at that 
moment she leaves her father’s potestas without emancipation and without 
the diminution of her rights and obtains the right of making a will.

(Gell. 1.12.9)

Thus, the rite of captio not only aimed at making a girl a Vestal but also 
simultaneously resulted in her removal from her father’s potestas and her 
becoming in effect sui iuris.11 Likewise, while the main goal of a wedding 
ceremony was the marriage of the bride and groom, it too, in its most formal 
and ancient incarnation – that of a marriage cum manu – resulted in the removal 
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of the bride from her father’s potestas. In this latter case, however, the transfer of 
the bride into the potestas of her new husband or his family completed this 
removal.12 Both rites then had as one of their purposes the transfer of a girl out 
of her father’s potestas. In the marriage rite, the establishment of the bride 
within her new family’s potestas completed this transfer. In the rite of captio, this 
transfer was never completed, the Vestal instead becoming sui iuris. The two 
rites involved similar actions because they both had as one of their intended 
results the removal of a girl from her father’s potestas, not because one was the 
symbolic re-enactment of the other. At the same time, both rituals also had 
some differences because their main goals – marriage on the one hand and 
induction into the Vestal order on the other – were different.13

It remains to be explained why the correct transfer of a Vestal candidate out 
of her father’s potestas seems to have played such a major role in her induction 
into the order. The answer is to be found in the religious facets of potestas, which 
are often overshadowed in modern considerations of the topic by examinations 
of the relationship between potestas and a woman’s financial and legal position.14

A woman’s transfer from her father’s potestas to her husband’s not only meant a 
transfer from her birth family’s financial and legal sphere to that of her 
husband’s family, but also meant a transfer from her birth family’s religious 
sphere to her husband’s, since a woman who married cum manu ceased to be able 
to participate in her birth family’s religious rites and instead took part in those 
of her husband’s family.15

The rite of captio involved a similar transfer from one religious sphere to 
another for the new Vestal but, with one important difference, in her case the 
transfer was from her birth family’s cult to a state one. It is the contrasting 
nature of these two religious spheres, one private and familial, and the other 
public and official, that lies behind the rite of captio’s focus on a girl’s removal 
from her father’s potestas. As a state cult, the cult of Vesta did not belong to a 
single Roman family but to all of them together, collectively. If either the cult 
itself or its priestesses had come under the potestas of a single family, both it and 
they could not have continued to represent the state as a whole but would 
instead have become entangled in the domestic rites of the family in question. 
The Vestals could neither remain under the potestas of their fathers nor enter 
under the potestas of a new man and for this reason, the rite of captio developed as 
it did.

The similarity in the rituals involved in the rite of captio and those of a 
marriage ceremony cum manu, then, can be explained by the fact that the two 
rites had a similar result, the transfer of a girl out of her birth family’s cult. At 
the same time, their differences can be explained by the fact that in the one case 
(the marriage ceremony) the transfer was completed, while in the other (the 
rite of captio) it remained uncompleted. Such a theory serves to explain the 
more puzzling features of Aulus Gellius’ account of the rituals involved in 
captio. As well, it highlights an important facet of the Vestals’ religious and 
societal role – their ability as the only people in Rome to represent religiously 
the state as a whole and not just one family.
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The formula

At the same time that he took a Vestal candidate from the lap of her father, the 
Pontifex Maximus recited:

I take you thus, Amata, as a Vestal priestess, who will perform the rites, 
which it is right that a Vestal priestess perform on behalf of the Roman 
people, on the same terms as she who was a Vestal on the best terms.

(Gell. 1.12.14)

Like all ritual formulae and prayers which accompany a religious rite, this 
formula has as its main purpose the verbal definition of the significance or 
meaning of the rite it accompanies. The rite of captio, as this formula states, 
made a girl a Vestal Virgin. At the same time, however, the formula’s wording 
suggests that the rite had a more complex purpose, ensuring that every priestess 
inducted into the Vestal order was inducted on precisely the same terms as the 
first Vestal chosen.

Most scholars embarking on a study of this formula have focused exclusively 
on the significance of the single word amata that the Pontifex used in address-
ing the new Vestal. Ignoring or dismissing Aulus Gellius’ own explanation –
Amata was the name of the first Vestal16 – these scholars have over the years put 
forward various suggestions as to the meaning and significance of this word, 
which they have then used as the basis for constructing a theory as to the 
significance of the formula as a whole. G. Wissowa, taking the most direct 
approach, argues that amata should be translated as ‘beloved’ from the perfect 
passive participle of ‘amare’ (to love).17 G. Dumézil believed that it was 
connected with a Vedic term meaning ‘youngest’.18 Other scholars have seen 
amata as the Latinization of the Greek a“dmhta, which translates as ‘unmastered’
or ‘virgin’,19 or as a variant of the Latin perfect passive participle ‘emeta’, mean-
ing ‘acquired’ from the verb ‘emere’.20 None of these theories, however, has 
proved particularly convincing.

A single scholar, A. Brouwer, begins his examination of the formula with a 
discussion of its other puzzling phrase, ‘on the same terms as her who was a 
Vestal on the best terms (optima lege)’.21 He explains this phrase by referring to 
Festus’ definition of the phrase optima lege.22 Festus writes that laws governing 
the appointment of a dictator included this phrase as a rider meant to ensure 
that whoever was so appointed had all the original rights and privileges 
pertaining to this position, no matter how much they might have been limited 
or curtailed in later laws. Brouwer suggests that the ‘optima lege’ used in the 
Vestal formula should be taken as having a similar meaning, that ‘une Vestale 
optima lege est une Vestale complète qui jouit de tous les droits, de toutes les 
prérogatives des Vestales’.23 In other words, this phrase’s inclusion in the 
formula suggests that a subsidiary purpose of this formula was to ensure that 
the last and most recent Vestal had exactly the same status as the first and 
earliest Vestal, no matter what limitations were placed on her and her position 
intentionally or unintentionally by later laws.
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When seen in light of this explanation, Aulus Gellius’ explanation that 
Amata was the name of the first Vestal takes on an added significance. While it 
should not perhaps be taken as the literal truth, the fact that Aulus Gellius’
explanation focuses on the name of the first Vestal and thus emphasizes her 
importance in this connection implies, if nothing else, that the Romans of his 
period were aware that this formula in some way referred back to the earliest 
Vestals and their status.

Because of this, it seems possible to argue that the central purpose of the 
formula as a whole was to ensure that later Vestals were ‘taken’ into the order 
on the same terms and conditions as the earliest Vestal had been. Such a theory 
provides a single explanation for the two parts of the formula that have given 
rise to modern scholarly puzzlement – the word Amata and the phrase optima
lege – and gives greater coherence and meaning to the formula as a whole. As 
such, it also emphasizes how strongly the Romans felt about ensuring that no 
change in a religious rite or ritual, whether intentional or unintentional, 
interfered with or altered the Vestals’ original status. This, as we shall see, is an 
important aspect of many of the rites and regulations surrounding and attached 
to this priesthood.

Qualifications for selection

Before Aulus Gellius describes the actual rite of captio, he offers a long list of 
criteria that a girl had to meet in order to be considered as a suitable Vestal 
candidate:

Those who have written about the taking of a Virgin, of whom Labeo 
Antistius wrote most diligently, deny that it is permitted to take a girl 
who is less than six years in age or greater than ten; or to take one whose 
father or mother is not living; or one who has been shown to be lacking in 
speech or hearing or has some other bodily fault. Nor is it permitted to 
take one whose father has been emancipated or one who has been eman -
cipated herself, even if her father is living and she is in the potestas of her 
grandfather, nor one whose parents, either one, have been slaves or engaged 
in a low occupation. But they also say that she, whose sister has been 
chosen for this priesthood, deserves to be excused, as does a girl whose 
father is a flamen or an augur or a quindecimvirum sacris faciundis or a 
septemvirum epulonum or a Salius. Also it is customary to give an exemp-
tion from the rites of the priesthood to the fiancée of a Pontifex and the 
daughter of a tubicinius. Moreover, Capito Ateius has left an account that 
the daughter of a man who did not have a home in Italy might not be chosen, 
and that the daughter of one who had three children must also be excused.

(Gell. 1.12.1–8)

Many of these criteria can be shown to be concerned with ensuring that the 
lines of potestas relating to a candidate and thus that candidate’s familial cult 
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status were pure and that all question of her possible pollution through an 
incorrect transfer from one domestic religious sphere to another was avoided. 
The existence of these requirements and their implicit emphasis on the impor-
tance of a Vestal candidate’s familial cult purity further reinforce the connection 
between the rite of captio and this purity already delineated. They thus serve as 
further evidence that this issue was of central importance in the selection and 
induction of a new Vestal.

Aulus Gellius writes that neither a Vestal candidate nor her father could ever 
have been emancipated from the potestas of the head of their family, even if, in 
the case of the girl, she was in the power of her grandfather and her father was 
still living. As well, a candidate could not have undergone any form of 
emancipatio, a ritualistic form of sale designed to free one person from another’s
potestas. Finally, while at first glance Aulus Gellius’ notation that a Vestal 
candidate’s parents must never have been slaves also has at its root a similar 
concern with ensuring that there was no doubt about whose potestas a Vestal 
candidate had been under since birth, since when a slave was freed he or she 
underwent a form of emancipatio similar to that which was used when a child 
was freed from his father’s potestas.24 In other words, the potestas under which a 
girl had been since birth must in no way have been disturbed or changed, if she 
was to be eligible to become a Vestal.

Aulus Gellius’ notation that a prospective Vestal could not be more than ten 
years of age when she was chosen also reveals a concern with issues of domestic 
cult purity. Scholars have generally argued that this age limit was established 
to ensure that a girl did not enter puberty before she was inducted into the 
Vestal order.25 One of the primary duties of a Vestal was, of course, the 
preservation of her virginity and without a doubt this upper age limit was 
meant to ensure that this virginity and the powers associated with it would not 
have been secretly polluted before it was confined within the limits of the 
Vestal order and dedicated to its purposes. At the same time, however, because 
this upper age limit ensured that a girl had not yet reached sexual maturity at 
the time of her entry into the order, it also ensured that she was unlikely to have 
partaken in any illicit sexual activity.26 Such activity would by definition have 
polluted the girl’s family’s cult and rendered her as the agent of such pollution 
unfit to enter the Vestal order. In other words, this age limit may have ensured 
a Vestal’s virginity but this virginity in turn ensured that a Vestal candidate 
was likely to be in the same pure and unaltered state with regards to her family 
cult that she had been in since birth.

Aulus Gellius also notes that girls with two or more siblings could not be 
chosen as Vestals. Reference to the issues of potestas and domestic cult purity, 
which, as we have seen, were of such concern in connection with the choice of 
an appropriate Vestal candidate, again helps to explain this condition. This 
time, however, the status of a girl’s mother lies behind this clause, not that of 
her father. In 18 bce, Augustus gave the ius trium liberorum to all citizen class 
women who had borne three children and to all freed women who had borne 
four. This right freed them from male tutelage and thus affected the potestas
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their father or husband held over them.27 If, as seems likely, this condition was 
a later addition to the traditional list of conditions, one made at the time of or 
shortly after Augustus’ ius trium liberorum was passed, then it can be seen as yet 
another restatement of the rule that if a girl or her parent had been emancipated 
at any time, the girl was ineligible to be chosen as a Vestal Virgin. The fact that 
the Romans found it necessary to restate this condition yet again emphasizes 
just how central were issues of potestas in the selection of a Vestal candidate. At 
the same time, it demonstrates again the concern with ensuring that later 
Vestals had exactly the same status as earlier ones which we have seen expressed 
earlier in the oral formula attached to the ritual of captio.

One final criterion named by Aulus Gellius also seems to have its roots in 
concerns with a Vestal candidate’s cultic purity. In order to be acceptable as
a Vestal candidate, a girl had to have parents who had never engaged in a
business considered by the Romans to be sordidum. This term has a variety of 
meanings ranging from simply filthy or dirty to common or of low origin to 
dishonourable.28 If, as seems likely, it is the last that was meant by Aulus 
Gellius, then the reasons for this qualification rest both on the absolute neces-
sity for a Vestal candidate’s purity and on the necessity for her to have citizen 
status. In the ancient Romans’ eyes, people who were engaged in a sordidum
negotium ran the very real risk of becoming religiously polluted. Indeed, some 
ancient evidence even suggests that engaging in a sordidum negotium was enough 
to remove a person from the ranks of Roman citizens because engagement in 
this sort of business resulted almost certainly in the person’s religious pollu-
tion.In the Romans’ minds, if a parent was religiously polluted, his or her child 
could also be contaminated and such a risk must at all costs be avoided when 
choosing a Vestal candidate, hence the inclusion of this requirement.

Not surprisingly with any religious institution as complex as the Vestals 
and their cult, there remain some criteria on Aulus Gellius’ list that do not fit 
neatly into any one category. These requirements and exemptions owe their 
existence to a variety of concerns and issues, most of them being practical in 
nature. A number of them, though, show a concern with guaranteeing that a 
Vestal candidate was physically perfect and pure in other ways as well.

A Vestal candidate, Aulus Gellius writes, could have no speech or hearing 
impediment or any other bodily imperfection. In this, Fronto supports him.29

Such physical requirements were necessary for obvious reasons. A Vestal who 
could not hear or speak properly would not have been able to offer prayers to 
the goddess on behalf of the Roman people. Roman prayers were spoken aloud 
and one of the basic tenets of Roman religion held that one mispronounced or 
misspoken word in a prayer endangered the pax deorum (the balance of power 
between men and gods).30 It would, thus, of course, have endangered Rome’s
very existence, if a Vestal had had a speech impediment or hearing defect. 
Likewise, the requirement that a Vestal candidate must be physically perfect 
can be traced to the dangers inherent in an improperly performed ritual. A girl 
who limped or had a withered arm could not bear the heavy vessels of water 
that were part of the Vestals’ daily ritual nor perform the other ritual tasks 
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associated with Vesta’s cult without risk of failure. Such a failure, like the 
omission of a word in a prayer, would endanger Rome. As well, the Romans 
believed generally that anything dedicated to the gods or entering the sacred 
sphere had to be physically perfect.31 The requirement that the Vestals be 
physically perfect was also assuredly due to this belief as well.

The lower age limit for a Vestal candidate may well be due to the simple fact 
that a child younger than six was thought to be too young to be taken from her 
mother or incapable of performing the ritual duties required by the order. It 
can, however, also be ascribed to the same concerns with physical perfection 
expressed in the requirements just considered. Physical defects, such as those 
proscribed by Aulus Gellius, are often first fully revealed some time after a 
child’s birth (for example after he or she has reached the age at which children 
customarily learn to speak and walk). Therefore, by waiting until a girl had 
passed her sixth birthday, the greatest risk of her having some hidden physical 
defect or blemish yet to be revealed was removed. As well, this lower age limit 
ensured that a girl had survived the most dangerous years of her childhood.32

Roughly, 50 per cent of Roman girls died before they reached their sixth birth-
day, while those that lived to that age had a correspondingly greater chance of 
surviving to adulthood.33 While it is impossible to know how many of those 
who survived to adulthood suffered some disfiguring illness in their early 
years, the figures are likely to be somewhat similar. Thus, the age limit of six 
ensured that the worst risk of a girl developing some physical defect not visible 
at birth or caused by an early childhood illness was avoided.

A Vestal candidate had to be patrima et matrima at the time she was chosen. 
That is to say, both of her parents had to be alive.34 This requirement, as far as 
we know, was shared with only one other religious group within the Roman 
community, the Salii, the priests of Mars who, clad in archaic military dress, 
twice a year ritually danced through the streets of Rome. Wissowa suggests 
that in the case of these latter priests this demand was in effect a hidden age 
limit meant to ensure that the priests would be of relatively young age when 
chosen.35 Following a similar line of reasoning in the case of the Vestals would 
suggest that such a qualification in their case was simply a rewording of the 
upper age limit of ten years noted by Aulus Gellius. The demand that both 
parents be living could, however, also be based on a desire to ensure that a 
Vestal candidate was in as perfect a state as possible with respect to her family 
circumstances. In an age with a high mortality rate due to the dangers of 
childbirth and disease, relatively few children could expect to reach adulthood 
with both parents living.36 Those who did were considered especially fortunate 
and favoured by the gods.37 Under such circumstances, the fact that both of a 
girl’s parents were alive was a sign that the Vestal candidate was favoured by 
and thus acceptable to the gods.

A girl was exempt from being taken as a Vestal Virgin, if her sister had 
already been chosen. The reasons for this condition are likely to be practical and 
rooted in the political and social realities of the Roman upper classes. J. Hallett 
argues that the Vestal order provided a welcome opportunity for relief to those 
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fathers of several daughters who could not afford to find dowries for all of 
them.38 Following her line of reasoning, one of the reasons for this exemption 
may have been a desire to ensure that as many families as possible had access to 
this opportunity. The reverse of her theory is equally true however. A family’s
daughters were often valuable playing pieces in the chess game of shifting 
political alliances that might be strengthened through two families’ inter -
marriage. This exemption protected a family from the necessity of giving up 
more than one of its marriageable and perhaps politically valuable daughters
to the order. Finally, this condition also protected the order and Rome by 
preventing a family from gaining too great a share of the order’s power and 
influence (an influence which could at times be great).39

The significance of a second ground for exemption noted by Aulus Gellius 
poses a more complex and seemingly insoluble problem. According to the 
ancient author, the daughters of a long list of priesthoods (the Flamines, the 
Augurs, the Quindecimviri, the Septemviri, the Salii and the Priests of the 
Tubilustrium) were exempt from being ‘taken’ as a Vestal Virgin, as was any 
girl betrothed to a Pontifex. Missing from the first category is one major group 
of state priests, the Pontifices; at the same time, this group is the only one to 
appear in the latter category. Clearly there is some essential similarity between 
the status of the daughters of the priests in the first category and the fiancées
of the Pontifices in the second. Because in every instance the men concerned
are priests, it seems equally clear that this similarity has a religious basis. 
Unfortunately, the precise nature of this significance is unclear. At a guess, it 
would seem to have something to do once again with the religious aspects of 
the potestas, which was an integral part of any father–daughter or husband–wife
relationship in ancient Rome, and which, as we have seen, played a central role 
in determining who was, and who was not a suitable Vestal candidate. This, 
however, is just a guess. In this instance, we simply lack the necessary infor-
mation to make any real steps forward in understanding this condition’s
purpose and significance.

The final ground for the exemption of a girl was that her father did not have 
an Italian residence. This is a deceptively simple sounding condition that actu-
ally relates to one of the most fundamental aspects of the goddess Vesta. Vesta 
was believed by the Romans to be in some way synonymous with the Earth 
itself and with the particular location in which she was worshipped.40 Roman 
Vesta remained Roman only so long as she (or her temporal representative, the 
hearth fire in the temple of Vesta) remained in Rome on Roman earth. Had she, 
or her fire, been moved to another city or location, she would still have been 
Vesta but no longer Roman Vesta. Instead, she would have become Vesta of the 
new location. In such circumstances, it is not hard to imagine that the Romans 
would have thought it at least religiously unsuitable and probably even reli-
giously dangerous for a goddess so inextricably connected with the Earth
and with one particular location on that earth to be served by priestesses who 
themselves were not innately connected to the same location.

That the version of this requirement given by Aulus Gellius stipulates all 
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Italy and not just Rome itself is no real barrier to this explanation. From a
relatively early date, the Romans accepted most of the inhabitants of the Italian 
peninsula as quasi-Romans in a way that differed notably from their attitudes 
towards those living in Gaul, Spain or the other provinces. By the late Republic, 
there was no real discernible difference between a man such as Cicero from
an Italian provincial family and a man born in Rome itself. For all practical 
intents and purposes, the two groups had the same rights and duties. This was 
not the case, though, for those born outside of Italy. Although some Gauls were 
also granted citizenship as early as Julius Caesar’s time, they remained out-
siders with limited access to the privileged institutions of Rome. This was 
particularly true of the state religious sphere where generally only Italian
and Roman residents filled the traditional state priesthoods in this period 
(although nowhere else is an explicit requirement of an Italian home similar to 
that for the Vestals recorded). The limitation of Vestal candidates to girls from 
Italian families and not just Roman ones is thus very much in keeping with 
Roman practices and beliefs in the historic period under consideration.

Selection process

Having set out the various positive and negative criteria that had to be met 
before a girl could be considered for entry into the Vestal order, Aulus Gellius 
turns his attention to the actual selection process that had to be undergone 
before the religious rite of captio itself could be performed:

Concerning the custom and ritual of taking a Vestal Virgin, no ancient 
accounts exist, except that the first one was taken by King Numa. But
we have found the lex papia, by which it is advised, that twenty virgins
be selected from the populace through the judgement of the Pontifex 
Maximus and that from this number one be selected by lot in an assembly, 
and her the Pontifex Maximus takes as sacred to Vesta. This selection by 
lot, according to the lex papia, however, is rarely needed today. For if 
someone of respectable birth approaches the Pontifex Maximus and offers 
his daughter, as long as it is possible in keeping with the religious obser-
vations, an exemption from the lex papia is given.

(Gell. 1.12.10–12)

This selection process, he notes, could take place in one of two ways. First, the 
Pontifex Maximus himself, following the Papian law, could select twenty girls, 
from whom one was chosen by lot. Second, a man of ‘respectable birth’ could 
offer his daughter of his own accord and if the senate approved the offer, and as 
Aulus Gellius explicitly states, if all of the religious aspects were in order, she 
might be accepted without taking all the steps decreed by the Papian law.

While the first method may not be the earliest means of choosing a final 
Vestal candidate (if Plutarch is to be believed, originally the king himself chose 
the Vestals),41 by Aulus Gellius’ own account it is the older of the two methods 
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known to him. The first step of the process is similar to that used in choosing 
other special members of the Pontifical College (the Rex Sacrorum and the 
various Flamines) in that a list of acceptable candidates was first presented
and then a final candidate chosen.42 It differs, however, in that the Pontifex 
Maximus himself alone chose the candidates for the Vestal order while in the 
case of the other priesthoods the Pontifices as a whole made the choice.

The Pontifex Maximus’ absolute authority in this process can be taken as yet 
further evidence of the Romans’ overwhelming concern with ensuring that 
there was no uncertainty about the potestas under which a Vestal candidate 
belonged. The Pontifex Maximus was consulted in all matters connected with 
the transfer of an individual from one family’s potestas to another’s (adoptions, 
marriages cum manu, etc.). This consultation took place because of the dangers 
of religious pollution that an improper transfer from one family’s domestic cult 
to another carried with it. The Pontifex Maximus’ central role in the selection 
of a Vestal candidate can be traced to a similar concern, and thus, it highlights 
once again just how important familial cult purity was in the case of a Vestal 
candidate.

The second steps of both the selection processes described by Aulus Gellius 
in any case support the view that at least general cultic purity was of central 
concern in the choice of a Vestal.43 In the case of the Rex Sacrorum and the 
Flamines, a list of candidates was presented to the Pontifex Maximus, who then 
made the final choice. In the case of the Vestals, one girl was chosen by lot from 
those on the list. We know from other occasions in antiquity that such lottery 
systems were frequently used when a choice was to be left up to the gods, and it 
is not hard to see the process here as having a similar purpose. The Pontifex 
Maximus might make the first selection but Vesta herself must make the final 
choice. Because this is the only time a final candidate for a Roman priesthood is 
chosen in this manner, this method suggests again that extra care was taken to 
ensure that all religious concerns were in order and that a Vestal candidate met 
with the approval of the goddess she was to serve.

If there remained any doubt that issues of religious purity played a role
of paramount importance in the final choice of a Vestal candidate, this doubt
is removed by Aulus Gellius’ description of the alternative method that could 
be used for choosing a new Vestal. If a man of respectable birth offered his 
daughter for the priesthood, the Pontifex Maximus could decide to accept her 
without going through the full process of selecting twenty candidates, pro-
vided that the religious observations were in order and that the senate exempted 
the man making the offer from the Papian law. Unfortunately, Aulus Gellius 
does not say what form these religious observations took, but it does not seem 
too extreme to suggest that they, like the lottery used in the first method, were 
meant to ascertain that the goddess approved of the girl in question.

Both methods, then, express the same concern for ensuring that the religious 
proprieties were observed and that, in effect, the goddess herself was allowed 
the final say in the choice of her new priestess. In the first instance, the Pontifex 
Maximus may have made a preliminary selection but the final choice was left to 



48 Vestal initiation – the rite of captio

the goddess herself through the use of a lottery. In the second instance, while
a girl’s father might voluntarily offer her, it is clear that some religious 
proprieties had to be observed. While it is unclear what these proprieties were, 
it seems likely that they were designed to address the same concerns as the first 
method did. Thus, in this part of the process too, we see the thread of religious 
purity that runs throughout Aulus Gellius’ description. For the Vestals,
more than for any other priesthood, this religious purity was of paramount 
importance.

Conclusion

The rite of captio itself and many of the requirements, which a girl had to fulfil 
before she could be chosen as a Vestal, suggest that issues of potestas and familial 
cult purity are fundamental to an understanding of the order and its place in 
Roman religion. Aulus Gellius’ qualification that neither a girl nor her father 
could ever have been emancipated from the head of their family’s potestas, no 
matter what the circumstances, raises this issue explicitly for the first time. 
Variants on the same theme appear again in later conditions, making this one 
of two specific areas that are repeatedly identified as being of concern to those 
selecting a Vestal. The actual rite of captio itself also suggests a concern with the 
same topic, in that it seems designed to facilitate the transfer of a girl out of her 
father’s potestas and thus out of her family’s cult.

As well as a specific concern with potestas and domestic cult purity, Aulus 
Gellius’ description of the rite and its requirements also reveals a more general 
concern with the overall purity of a Vestal candidate. This purity is to be 
expected in a community that often set such demands on performers of 
religious rituals but it should be noted that this concern extends much further 
and covers a wider range of areas than does a similar concern for any other 
priesthood. This in turn suggests, not surprisingly, that purity was also a major 
concern for members of the Vestal order.

Notes
 1 Gell. 1.12. Although Aulus Gellius is our single source for these details and is of 

relatively late date, his text’s usefulness as evidence for our period should not be 
dismissed out of hand. The author names many of his sources for the information he 
provides, and these sources all stem from the period under discussion.

 2 The Latin text actually reads ‘the lap of that parent who has potestas over the Vestal 
candidate’. This can only be the girl’s father or perhaps grandfather. The fact that 
Gellius emphasizes this connection only strengthens my argument concerning the 
relationship between the rite of captio and potestas.

 3 Gell. 1.12.
 4 It should be noted at the outset that the use of the term captio in the sense of a Vestal 

ritual is itself a modern invention, which does not appear in any of our ancient 
sources. As such the term itself is of dubious value except as an illustration of how 
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our original sources or in this case their lack. See TLL 1907: 3.3645 for a discussion 
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only these rites that are meant. For a discussion of the differences between the 
various types of Roman marriage rites, see S. Treggiari 1991: 21–24.

10 Fest. p. 364/5 L.
11 That is to say independent and able to make her own financial decisions without 

having to seek the consent of a male guardian.
12 R. S. Kraemer 1992: 50–51; B. Rawson 1986: 19.
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used to explain the difference in the main similarity between the two rites, the 
removal of the girl from the lap of her father in the one rite and the lap of her mother 
in the other. A marriage ceremony cum manu transferred the bride from her birth 
family’s cult to that of her new husband’s family. This transfer involved movement 
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private sphere of her birth family to the public sphere of the Vestal order. It has 
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one rite and her father in the other. A marriage rite, which accomplished the 
transfer of a girl from one domestic sphere to another, was a private one and thus the 
mother of the family took the central role. The rite of captio, which accomplished a 
transfer from the private sphere of the family to the public sphere of the state, was a 
public one and thus the father of the family played a central part.
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32 R. Saller 1994: 24.
33 For a discussion of these statistics, see R. Saller 1994: 22–24.
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ceremony of confarreatio. While this raises the possibility that a suitable Vestal 
candidate had to have parents married by such a rite, this possibility is weakened by 
the fact that while in the late first century bce, certain flaminates went unfilled 
because of a lack of boys whose parents were married in this way, this does not seem 
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noted that one reason for this arrangement was perhaps the very real possibility that 
twenty acceptable candidates were not available at a single given time. See, 
however, M. C. Martini 1997a: 1.254 for a brief discussion of this matter.
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The historian Livy writes of Numa’s founding of the Vestal order:

[Numa] also appointed the Vestal virgins. This priesthood originated in 
Alba and was not at all foreign to the founder’s people. He established for 
them a public stipend so that the temple might have constant priests, and 
he made them sacred and venerable by virginity and other religious 
ceremonies.

(Liv. 1.20)1

Virginity was at the very centre of the Vestals’ religious cult. Whatever else 
these priestesses were and whatever else they did, they were virgins, and their 
cult had as one of its central aspects the preservation of this virginity.2

This chapter considers the various facets of this virginity and its antithesis, 
the crimen incesti (the loss of this virginity). It argues first that there was more 
than one reason for this virginity, and second that one of these reasons was that 
it enabled the Vestals to remain in the liminal position in which the rite of 
captio had established them as full members of the Roman state’s civic structure 
but non-members of the same state’s family structure.

Virginity

The Vestals were required to retain their virginity throughout their period of 
service to their goddess.3 This period of service was not necessarily a lifelong 
one, although most priestesses chose to make it so, but instead was of a mini-
mum of thirty years’ duration. Thus, the Vestals’ virginity was also not 
necessarily a lifelong commitment but one that might last no more than thirty 
years. A loss of virginity during a Vestal’s period of service, however, led to 
charges of incestum, a crime viewed as a particularly dire threat to the Roman 
state, and punished by burial alive.

Studies by H. Guizzi and others have advanced many different theories on 
the significance of this virginity over the years. It has been argued, for example, 
that the Vestals’ virginity was rooted in a univirate Roman matron’s chastity or 
that it was meant to separate the Vestals from the profane world of ordinary 
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women and give them a special sacred status.4 Others have contended that the 
Vestals’ virginity prevented the order from becoming too closely connected to 
a single Roman family,5 or that this virginity represented a stored-up power, 
the suppression of which gave the Vestals a special status.6 While each of these 
theories has something to recommend it, no single one in the end has proved 
more convincing than others.

The scholars behind these theories, however, have overlooked another 
explanation of Vestal virginity, already recognized by Cicero, who in his de
legibus observed: ‘virgins should be present to worship her, so that the care and 
custody of the fire may be more easily accomplished, and women may perceive 
that feminine nature is capable of complete purity (castitas)’ (Cic. Leg. 2.29). In 
other words, as the ancient author explicitly states, the priestesses’ virginity 
had more than one explanation. Since all of the above theories have been proved 
feasible, we should perhaps take Cicero’s quote as our example and recognize 
that the Vestals’ virginity had several explanations. That is to say, that what is 
necessary for a full understanding of the Vestals’ virginity is a theory that 
recognizes the possibility that this virginity functioned on a variety of levels 
and had a variety of meanings.

Such a theory without a doubt should include the four theories delineated 
above. At the same time, it must include an additional argument. At least part 
of the explanation of Vestal virginity can be found in the need to ensure for 
religious reasons (not just social ones as H. Cancik-Lindemaier suggests) that 
after becoming a priestess, a Vestal could not become a member of an individual 
Roman family, while at the same time she retained her citizen status as a 
member of the Roman state.7 Such a liminal status was necessary in the eyes
of the Romans in order for these priestesses to be able to represent their state as 
a whole.

The Vestal initiation rite of captio removed a Vestal candidate from the 
potestas of her family and thus from its religious control.8 This removal was 
completed not by a girl’s transfer into another Roman family, as happened 
when a bride married cum manu or a child was officially adopted into a new 
family, but instead by her placement in a sort of no-man’s land, where she 
remained a member of the Roman state’s civic structure but not its individual 
family one. A Vestal’s virginity ensured that the separation from the individual 
families of Rome brought about by the rite of captio continued throughout her 
priestly tenure.

As long as a Vestal had to remain a virgin, she could not marry. As long as 
she could not marry, she could not participate in, nor had she any means by 
which she could return to, the ordinary family and domestic cult structure of 
Rome, outside of which the rite of captio had placed her. Such a status, unique 
at Rome, would have made the Vestals the only Romans capable of devoting all 
of their religious energy to the state cult without also having to fulfil a role in, 
or risk being polluted by, the private cult of an individual family.

At the same time as their virginity kept the Vestals outside the Roman 
state’s domestic cult structure, it also served to keep them securely within 
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Rome’s citizen body. Before we turn to a more detailed discussion of this topic, 
however, it is necessary to outline briefly the semi-official Roman classification 
system of citizen women, which functioned especially in the religious sphere, 
since this classification system serves as a basis for much of what follows.

In ancient Rome, all citizen women were considered members of one or the 
other of two semi-officially recognized classes, the matronae and the virgines.9

Each of these classes had definite criteria that a woman had to meet in order to 
be considered a member. To be a matrona, a woman had to be the respectable 
wife or widow of a Roman citizen.10 To be a virgo, a woman had to be the 
morally pure, respectable, sexually intact (as we define the English word virgin) 
marriageable daughter of a Roman citizen.11 Women who did not qualify as 
either matronae or virgines were effectively non-members of the Roman state and 
of its cult, banned, with a few specific exceptions, from participating (except 
perhaps as spectators along a parade route) in many of Rome’s most central 
religious rites.

When one considers these classifications and various aspects of the Vestals’
virginity closely, it becomes apparent that at least one of the purposes of the 
Vestals’ prolonged virginity must have been ensuring their eligibility to 
remain members of the virgines. Not least, the regular use of virgo in all forms of 
the Vestals’ Latin titles points to some connection between the groups. As well, 
an affiliation with one of the two groups just named seems, in light of the 
legalistic nature of Roman religion, both fitting and perhaps even necessary
for a group of women who functioned at the centre of the Roman state cult. 
Finally, and most concretely, many aspects of the Vestals’ virginity seem 
emphatically calculated (if one may use so intentional a word) to ensure that 
these priestesses met the qualifications necessary for inclusion in the virgines.

The most obvious criterion for inclusion among the virgines was the 
requirement that a woman be a sexual virgin. This is so self-evidently met in 
the Vestals’ case as to require almost no further comment. Not a single one of 
our ancient sources even hints at anything to the contrary, and it is clear from 
the many references to the crime of incestum that, whatever the less tangible 
aspects of this crime were, its physical basis was the loss of this sexual 
virginity.

The second criterion, that a woman be morally pure and respectable, is also 
clearly met by these priestesses. Repeatedly in the ancient sources, we find 
forms of the word complex castus/castitas (translated as ‘morally pure, chaste’)
used in connection with these priestesses.12 Cicero, as we have seen, writes:

And since Vesta, who takes her name from the Greek language (for we use 
almost the same word as the Greek, instead of translating it), protects the 
city hearth, virgins should be present to worship her, so that the care and 
custody of the fire may be more easily accomplished, and women may 
perceive that the feminine nature is capable of complete purity (castitas).13

(Cic. Leg. 2.29)
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Valerius Maximus, describing how the Vestal Tuccia proved herself innocent 
of incestum, uses castitas as a synonym for her virginity:

With the same sort of help the purity (castitas) of the Vestal virgin Tuccia, 
who had been accused of incestum was cleansed of the cloud of ill repute by 
which it had been obscured.

(V. Max. 8.1.abs5)

Festus writes:

Brides wear the six braids, because this was the most ancient style for 
them. Which indeed the Vestal Virgins also use, whose purity (castitas). . . .

(Fest. p. 454 L)

The poets also regularly used the adjective casta to describe the priestesses and 
their goddess.14 Finally, the name given to the Vestals’ most terrible crime, the 
loss of their virginity, is incestum, an older form of in-castum, the negation and 
antonym of castum.15 Such a connection cannot but add weight to the view that 
one of the aspects of Vestal virginity was a concern with castitas or moral 
purity.

To be a virgo a woman had to be eligible for marriage. This is the most 
difficult criterion to prove in relationship to the Vestals, since their long-term 
virginity might well seem to make this impossible. The Vestals’ virginity, 
however, was not perpetual but instead had a minimum limit of thirty years. 
This limit has puzzled modern scholars, who seek to explain it in a variety of 
ways, most commonly connecting it with the period of a woman’s greatest 
fertility.16 Such an explanation is plausible and should not be dismissed out of 
hand. Yet, alongside it and simultaneously, there exists another possibility. By 
setting this time limit, the Romans left open the possibility that the Vestals 
could eventually marry if they wished. This measure may seem like a legal 
nicety but it does satisfactorily explain why this limit existed. Such a clause 
nominally preserved the fiction that after thirty years’ service, the Vestals 
could choose to marry. Thus, they remained marriageable, and this fiction 
allowed the priestesses to retain the right to be recognized as members of the 
virgines.

A virgo also had to be the daughter of a Roman citizen. As Aulus Gellius 
makes clear in his description of the rite of captio, one of the requirements for a 
suitable Vestal candidate held that neither of a Vestal’s parents could ever have 
been slaves or ‘held lowly occupations’.17 This in effect meant that a girl had to 
be the child of Roman citizen parents since both freedmen and those with 
sordid occupations were shut out from Roman citizenship. Thus, a Vestal also 
fulfilled this last criterion.

The question then is, if part of the reason for the Vestals’ virginity was a need 
to ensure that these priestesses remained members of the virgines, why was it so 
important that they remain so. One obvious answer is that it was necessary for 
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the Vestals to retain their citizen status if they were to represent Rome on a 
religious plane. The only way they could do so according to the legalistic 
Roman mindset was to remain qualified for membership in one of the two 
‘female citizen classes’ regularly allowed to participate in the Roman state’s
cults. Their virginity, which was necessary if they were to remain outside the 
family structure at Rome, locked them out of the matronae (even if in other 
aspects, they show some relation to this class). Thus, the only option open was 
the virgines. (As noted earlier, women who did not fulfil the qualifications of 
either the matronae or the virgines were viewed as non-members of the Roman 
state for religious purposes and banned from participating in almost all state 
rites.)

The Vestals were virgins then because this virginity enabled them to remain 
members of the Roman state’s civic structure while at the same time placing 
them outside the state’s family cult structure. This peculiar status enabled 
them to represent the Roman state as a whole. At the same time, their virginity 
kept the Vestals pure and enabled them both to approach the gods in an 
appropriate state and to set an example to other Roman women. This virginity 
also ensured that the Vestals did not become members of an individual Roman 
family, and thus prevented them from favouring one Roman family over 
others. Finally, this virginity set them off from the profane, made them sacred 
and thus gave them a special power as interceders for the Roman people.

Crimen incesti

The Vestal virgins alone of all Romans had a peculiar status as members of the 
Roman state’s civic structure yet non-members of the same state’s underlying 
family structure. The necessities engendered by this peculiar status can be used 
to explain some of the most mysterious aspects of this priesthood and its cult. 
This is also true of the single most discussed aspect of all those associated with 
the Vestals and their cult, the crimen incesti, that is the loss of their virginity 
during their period of priestly service.18

According to ancient sources, when a Vestal Virgin was accused of incestum,
she was ordered by the Pontifical College to refrain from the sacred rites and 
from selling her slaves.19 She was then tried, originally by a court made up of 
the Pontifices, later by a quaestorial tribunal.20 If she was found guilty, she was 
dressed in funereal garments, and then carried, bound hand and foot in a closed 
litter, accompanied by her family and friends as if at a funeral, to the campus
sceleratus near the Colline Gate.21 Here she was taken by the Pontifex Maximus 
and sent down a ladder into an underground chamber furnished with a bed, 
blankets, a lighted lamp, water, bread, milk and oil. As soon as she was placed 
upon the ladder, the Pontifex Maximus and the other priests accompanying 
him turned away. After the priestess had descended the ladder, it was removed 
and the hole through which she had entered the room filled in until no trace of 
its existence remained. Her lover was bound to a furca and beaten to death.22



56 The Vestals’ virginity

Judicial process

It has often been remarked that the original judicial method used to try the 
Vestals for the crimen incesti was anomalous in both Roman religion and law.
Of all Roman officials, only a Vestal was suspended from her duties on the 
slightest suspicion of wrongdoing, and only she faced a judicial inquiry by the 
full Pontifical College. Of all Roman women accused of sexual misdeeds, only 
a Vestal faced such a court or such public proceedings. Of all Romans, only a 
Vestal seemingly faced a trial with so little possibility of defending herself.

These anomalies have, over the years, quite naturally met with a number of 
scholarly attempts to explain them. Many scholars, following G. Wissowa’s
original explanation, have concluded that this judicial procedure should be 
seen as an examination of a possible prodigium (an evil omen).23 This conclusion, 
however, does not fit the general pattern associated with these prodigia.24 A 
prodigium was a warning that the pax deorum had been broken by some human 
action not the human action itself.25 In every instance where a Vestal was 
accused of incestum, this accusation was brought on by the occurrence of 
another, often mysterious event (the sudden and unexplained extinguishing of 
the fire in the aedes Vestae was the most common one). This other event was the 
prodigium, while the Vestal’s crime was the act that the prodigium announced.26

Recognizing this and taking his cue from the name given to the Vestals’
crime, incestum, C. Koch has argued that a Vestal who lost her virginity was in 
some way guilty of incest (in the modern English sense of the word) and that 
her trial and punishment were a version of the normal treatment meted out to 
perpetrators of such a crime.27 There is, however, no clear evidence to suggest 
that incestum originally meant incest (sexual relations with a close family 
member). Rather it seems likely that this meaning came later, and that early on 
in Roman history, when presumably a Vestal’s loss of virginity was dubbed 
incestum, the word meant simply in-castum, not-pure. Under these circumstances, 
it is unlikely that the Vestals’ crimen incesti, which seemingly pre-existed the 
definition of the word incestum as incest, should be seen as simply a special type 
of this incest.

T. J. Cornell was clearly well aware of these problems when he argued that 
the whole procedure’s existence rested upon the Pontifex Maximus’ traditional 
role as chief discipliner of the Roman priestly colleges as the stand-in for and 
replacement of the earlier kings.28 His argument too, however, meets with 
certain obstacles. Not least of these is the fact that there is no definite evidence 
to suggest that the Pontifices exercised any disciplinary powers over any priests 
other than the Vestals. Even the Flamines, who as official members of the 
Pontifical College ought to have come under the disciplinary powers of the 
Pontifices, if any priests should have, show no signs of having done so.

A. Staples suggests that a Vestal was tried in this way because she ‘trans-
cended the status of civis as long as she was a Vestal’.29 This slightly cryptic 
statement comes perhaps closest to the argument that the Vestals remained 
virgins because their virginity allowed them to be members of the Roman 
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state’s civic structure without being members of its familial one. There is, 
however, a clearer explanation for this judicial procedure that is more in keep-
ing with the Romans’ legalistic and religious mindset.

One of the Pontifices’ major responsibilities was the overseeing of any 
marriage ceremony that involved the transfer of manus from the bride’s father 
to her new husband. Another was the supervision of any official adoption. The 
Pontifices were in both cases involved in order to ensure that the transfers from 
one family cult to another that accompanied both an adoption and a marriage 
cum manu were properly carried out so that all risk of the pollution of one cult or 
the other was avoided. They were also, as Koch has noted, the judges in any case 
concerning incest involving ordinary citizens.30 The Pontifices acted as judges 
in this last case precisely because one effect of incest was the pollution of the 
involved family’s cult. Thus, while it is going too far to claim, as Koch does, 
that the Vestals’ crimen incesti was simply a special version of ordinary incest, it 
is not going too far to say that the Pontifices were involved in judging a crimen
incesti for the same reasons that they were involved in judging ordinary cases of 
incest, as both these crimes affected the domestic religious status of the 
individuals involved and led to a risk of a break in the pax deorum.

Burial alive

The especially dangerous nature of the Vestals’ crime, which carried with it the 
risk of a break in the pax deorum, might seem by itself to be enough to explain 
why a convicted Vestal was buried alive. As Cornell points out, however, the 
actions of other priests could on occasion lead to a similar break in the pax
deorum.31 If, for example, a priest sacrificed a bull to Juno or a heifer to Jupiter 
instead of the reverse, then he put the pax deorum equally at risk. So did a 
general who called on the wrong deity before a battle. Although to modern 
eyes such offences can seem less serious than the Vestals’, this was patently not 
the case for the Romans. All of them, as far as the Romans were concerned, 
carried with them an equal risk of endangering the city and its people. 
Therefore, there must be more behind the burial alive of a Vestal than simply 
the serious nature of her crime.

Cornell suggests that the real reason for the Vestal’s death sentence was the 
voluntary nature of the crimen incesti.32 Other priests presumably did not 
deliberately intend to flout the rules of their order when they sacrificed a bull 
to Juno instead of a heifer or used the wrong words in a prayer. Rather they did 
so by mistake. Those Vestals convicted of the crimen incesti, however, had 
presumably chosen to break their vows when they committed this crime, thus 
deliberately jeopardizing the pax deorum. It is because of this voluntary aspect 
of her crime that a Vestal faced death, Cornell argues, just as an ordinary 
Roman guilty of betraying his city faced it. This argument is accurate enough 
as far as it goes.

Yet, there is perhaps more to the choice of burial alive for a Vestal convicted 
of the crimen incesti than just this. For this crime shares another characteristic 
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with other crimes that among the Romans led to a death sentence of some form 
(for example, the crimes of parricide or ordinary incest). All of these crimes 
have in common not only that they were voluntary in nature – in the case of 
incest for example, if a couple or a woman could plead ignorance, a lighter 
sentence was passed – but also that they were especially repugnant to the 
Romans because they polluted the ordinary religious connections that existed 
between family members, and damaged them in a way that was serious enough 
to threaten not just the individual family involved but also the state. The 
similarity the Romans saw between these crimes’ impact and that of the 
Vestals’ crimen incesti argues that alongside the voluntary nature of this crime 
should be placed the danger it posed because of the pollution that it caused in 
normal family religious connections.

Although this explains the serious and final nature of the Vestals’ punish-
ment, it still does not explain why the precise form of burial alive was chosen as 
the appropriate sentence nor the many odd ritual features that accompanied 
this burial. Why, for instance, were the Vestals buried rather than thrown into 
the sea, as was usually done with religiously impure creatures and objects? 
Why did the chamber, in which they were buried, contain a bed, blankets, a 
lighted lamp, water, bread, milk and oil? Why did the rites accompanying a 
Vestal’s punishment resemble those of an ordinary funeral in certain aspects, 
but not in others? What is the significance of Pliny’s remark that a carnifex or 
executioner was present at the scene?33

A Vestal who was convicted of the crimen incesti was buried alive in an under-
ground chamber outside the Colline Gate in the campus sceleratus. Scholars have 
generally argued that a Vestal’s burial in this underground chamber together 
with the necessities of life (water, bread, milk, etc.) was due to the Romans’
desire to avoid the blame for physically putting to death a priestess dedicated 
to the goddess.34 This possibility is plausible but it overlooks the fact that the 
same argument could technically be made of the most common means by 
which the Romans disposed of other religiously impure creatures, the throw-
ing of the creature in question still living into running water. Hermaphrodites, 
for example, were sent out to sea while patricides were sewn into a sack with a 
monkey, a chicken and a dog and thrown into the Tiber. In both cases, the 
humans were still alive when they were thrown into the water. Thus, these 
forms of disposal could also have been used to preserve the fiction that it was 
not humans who put the victim to death but the gods.

A better explanation for this particular form of punishment is perhaps to be 
found in Vesta’s position as an earth goddess, combined with the Romans’ con-
cern that the right offering reach the right deity as expeditiously as possible.35

This latter concern is reflected both in the exact lists of the appropriate offer-
ings to be made to each deity, which the Pontifices kept, and the wording of 
Roman prayers, which traditionally began with a list of all the various names a 
particular deity was known by, ending with the escape clause ‘or by whatever 
name he or she wishes to be known’.36 It is also apparent in the different meth-
ods used to make offerings to various deities. Offerings to the gods who dwelt 
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in the sky (Jupiter, for example) were burnt on an altar so that the smoke from 
the fire would carry them up to the heavens. The image of the god, Robigor 
(Rust), however, was smeared with oil, his appropriate offering, while drink 
offerings to the gods and spirits of the underworld were most often poured 
directly on the ground, presumably in the belief that the liquid would pass 
directly down to the deities and spirits for whom it was meant.

Ensuring that the right offering reached the right deity was especially 
important in cases of expiatory offerings. If such an offering did not reach the 
right god, then the pax deorum remained broken and Rome at risk. The Romans, 
therefore, made special efforts to ensure that such offerings reached the deity 
for whom they were intended. If earlier scholars are right in seeing Vesta as 
fundamentally a goddess of the Earth and the underworld as well as of the 
hearth,37 then this principle offers another explanation for the burial alive of an 
unchaste Vestal. Such a Vestal was buried in order to ensure that Vesta received 
the appropriate expiatory offering as quickly and directly as possible.

Alongside the central question of why a Vestal was buried alive lies the 
question of the precise significance of certain other ritual elements of this 
punishment, specifically the presence of water, bread, milk and oil in the 
Vestal’s burial chamber. The traditional explanation for the inclusion of these 
items has always been that this inclusion was a further attempt on the part of 
the Romans to avoid the blame for killing a priestess dedicated to a goddess.38

By providing her with water, bread, milk and oil, the theory goes, the Romans 
left the guilty Vestal with the means to keep herself alive, thus preserving
the fiction that it was the goddess’ decision that she should die rather than a 
mortal’s. While there is no denying that this theory is a plausible one, it lacks 
an explanation of why these particular items and not others were buried with a 
Vestal. Since the provisions included in this list are actually an odd combi -
nation, this explanation is in fact of some significance.

Of the items buried with the Vestals, the beverages especially ought to have 
alerted earlier scholars to the essentially odd nature of this list. Not least, the 
inclusion of not one but two liquids in a Vestal’s burial chamber seems 
excessive if the sole purpose of these items was the providing of nourishment 
for the Vestal in question. More specifically, the milk itself is an unusual item 
to see included on such a list, as in the historical Rome of our period and earlier, 
milk was not an ordinary drink but was consumed regularly only by small 
children and invalids. So too is the oil, unless it was included as replenishment 
for the lamp named in the same list.

Because of these oddities, it is surely worthwhile to consider further the 
significance of these four provisions. One possible explanation is that they 
represent the traditional foodstuffs of the agricultural society of the early 
Romans. Such a theory would explain nicely the presence of both the milk, 
which was, according to authors of Cicero’s period and later, drunk regularly 
by the farmers who primarily made up the citizenry of early Rome, and the 
water, which the Romans also believed that their ancestors had drunk before 
the use of wine became known. In this case, however, we might expect pease 
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porridge, which the Romans believed to be their ancestors’ most common form 
of sustenance, to have been included in place of bread.39

A second possibility is suggested by the fact that all of the liquids placed 
within the chamber were used as purificatory substances in Roman religious 
cult. Milk was used in the rites of the Lupercalia as a means of purification.40

Water fulfilled the same role in a number of other Roman rites.41 So too did 
oil.42 The possibility that these offerings were included because of their purifi-
catory use is particularly appealing in that a desire to purify Rome of the 
Vestal’s misdeeds was surely part of the reasoning behind this whole burial. It 
has the failing, however, that here too the bread cannot be fitted into such a 
scenario.

Two other possibilities are more promising. One possibility suggested by 
the presence of the milk is purely speculative and can never be proved because 
of a lack of ancient evidence. It does have, however, the advantage of relating 
specifically to the Vestals’ cult. Modern readers seeing milk included in a list 
think immediately of cows’ milk, the type of milk we most commonly drink 
today. The Romans, however, used more than one kind of milk. Milk from 
sheep, from goats and also from donkeys was used.43 This last raises an 
interesting possibility. Donkeys played a central but mysterious role in Vesta’s
own festival, the Vestalia. If the milk buried with a Vestal was donkeys’ milk, 
this throws a new light on the remaining substances. Both water and fire figure 
prominently in Vesta’s cult. So too do grain and products made from grain 
(mola salsa, for example). At the Vestalia, for example, donkeys were decorated 
with loaves of bread.44 If the milk in question was donkeys’ milk, then it is 
possible to draw parallels between all the substances buried with the Vestals 
and the substances especially associated with the cult of Vesta. The water 
would be equivalent to the water used in the daily rituals within the aedes
Vestae. The lighted lamp (and the oil to refill it) would represent the eternal fire 
of the focum Vestae, the bread the substances of grain prepared by the Vestals. 
Finally, the milk would be related to the mysterious ass that appears in the rites 
of the Vestalia. Such a theory at least has the advantage of explaining why these 
particular and peculiar substances were included.

The second possibility is that all of the items left within the Vestal’s chamber 
were left there because they were the standard offerings made to the dead.45 The 
inclusion of these particular provisions might suggest an attempt to appease 
the shade of the Vestal in question. While Dio’s statement that the Vestals 
received no funeral memorial, rites or offerings may seem to preclude this 
interpretation, it is possible that the historian misunderstood the significance 
of these items’ inclusion in the underground chamber.

Certainly the argument that the Romans viewed many of the rituals sur-
rounding a Vestal’s burial alive as equivalent to ordinary funeral rites and thus 
her burial alive as equivalent with her death fits well with what the remaining 
ancient evidence on this crime suggests. Both Dionysius and Plutarch describe 
the series of actions that led up to a Vestal’s being placed on the ladder leading 
down into the underground chamber in such a way as to suggest that the 
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Romans viewed these rites as funereal in nature. Both authors describe how the 
convicted Vestal, dressed in funereal garments, was placed upon a bier and car-
ried through Rome to the Colline Gate, accompanied by her family and friends 
lamenting as at a funeral. Most intriguingly of all, Pliny in his letter describing 
the ritual burial of the Vestal Cornelia mentions the presence of a carnifex. The 
presence of a carnifex at this rite suggests more clearly than anything else could 
that the rite must be viewed as an execution and thus a death ritual, or why else 
would the carnifex have been present?

Conclusion

The concept of Vestal virginity is a complicated one, operating on many levels 
and admitting of many different, but perhaps equally valid explanations. On 
one level, this virginity kept the priestesses pure and enabled them both to 
approach the gods in an appropriate state and to set an example to other Roman 
women. On another, this virginity set them off from the profane world of 
ordinary Rome, made them sacred and thus gave them a special power as inter-
ceders for the Roman people. This virginity ensured that the Vestals did not 
become members of an individual Roman family, both for social and religious 
purposes. At the same time, it ensured that the Vestals remained securely 
within the Roman civic order, thus creating for them a special status that 
allowed them to represent Rome as a whole. This last goes a long way to 
explaining the danger inherent in a Vestal’s commission of the crimen incesti, in 
that by doing so a Vestal took an action that reattached her to the ordinary 
world of the Romans, and broke the links that held her outside the individual 
families of Rome and their cults.
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5 The Vestals’ legal and
fi nancial position

The Vestals had an unusual legal status at Rome, one that was shared by no 
other Roman, male or female, religious official or otherwise. Their financial 
position was also in many respects anomalous, especially when compared to 
that of other Roman women. These two topics are closely related, if for no other 
reason than that the Vestals’ legal freedom from tutelage had direct conse-
quences for their ability to manage their own private fortunes, many of which 
seem to have been considerable. The first of these topics has been a popular one 
among modern scholars and is well examined. Surprisingly, however, the 
second has been largely unconsidered by these same scholars. This chapter, 
therefore, will of necessity take two different approaches to these two separate 
but related areas. In examining the Vestals’ legal status, it will consider the 
ancient evidence but focus primarily on various modern scholars’ interpreta-
tions of it. In considering the priestesses’ financial situation, it will concentrate 
primarily upon the various types of ancient evidence available to us today 
rather than the discussions of modern scholars, which are largely non-existent. 
In both instances, though, it will argue that the anomalies found in these areas 
are due to and can be explained by the Vestals’ peculiar liminal position as 
members of Rome’s citizen group but non-members of its family structure that 
has been delineated in Chapters 3 and 4.

Tutelage and inheritance

According to Gaius’ Institutes, a girl who entered the Vestal order automatic-
ally and immediately became free of tutela (that is to say tutelage or male 
guardianship).1 This meant in effect that she was able to make her own finan-
cial decisions, buying and selling property, freeing slaves or accepting an 
inheritance without having to consult or secure the consent of a male guardian. 
She also gained the right to write her own will and to leave her property to 
whomever she herself wished.2 Two noteworthy limitations accompanied these 
freedoms, however. First, if a Vestal did not write a will and died intestate, the 
Roman state inherited her property; second, she ceased to inherit property 
automatically from her birth family.
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A Vestal’s freedom from tutelage and the accompanying ability to write her 
own will have occasioned much discussion among modern scholars. In recent 
years, two main schools of thought on these topics have emerged. One, follow-
ing the work of M. Beard, who argued in her first article on these priestesses 
that their freedom from tutelage was evidence of their male aspect, either 
accepts this view or takes it one step further and uses the Vestals’ legal freedom 
to argue that the Vestals belonged only to the ‘male category’ and should in fact 
be seen as the complete antitheses of the Roman matrones.3 As Beard herself 
observes in a second article, however, this argument is based on some dated 
theoretical premises that have led to a ‘more or less dazzling dead end’ and 
which show little concern with how the Romans themselves would have 
defined the Vestals’ status.4 The second school argues more accurately that a 
Vestal’s release from tutelage occurred because she no longer had rights to her 
family’s estate nor her family to hers.5 A woman’s tutor was there, J. Gardner, 
the main proponent of this theory argues, to protect the rights of the family 
and not those of the individual. Because a Vestal’s familia no longer had rights 
to her estate, there was no need for a tutor to protect this estate and ensure that 
it returned intact to the familia.

What Gardner fails to consider, however, is the reason for this loss of 
reciprocal rights. A Vestal and her family no longer had automatic rights to 
each other’s estates. Why, however, did they no longer have these rights? This 
question has not been adequately investigated despite the fact that it should be 
a central one in any discussion of this aspect of the Vestals’ legal status. The 
answer to it is to be found in what we have already seen regarding other aspects 
of the Vestals and their cult. The Vestals and their families no longer had rights 
to each other’s estates because the Vestals were no longer considered members 
of their families. Roman law held that only the agnate members of a deceased 
person’s family might inherit automatically if the deceased had died intestate.6

All other heirs had to be named in a will, including children who had been 
previously emancipated. The Vestals had to name their heirs in a will because 
they had no family to inherit their estates automatically. Likewise, they had to 
be named in the wills of their family members, if they were to inherit, because 
as non-members of their families, they did not inherit automatically. There-
fore, by a somewhat circular argument they were by definition no longer 
members of these families.7

At the same time that the Vestals were freed from tutelage, they also received 
the ability to write their own wills. This ability is further evidence of the same 
special familial status. Since the Vestals were not members of a Roman family, 
inheritance of the Vestals’ property was not covered by any of the ordinary laws 
concerning the inheritance of a woman’s property. Their property could not 
automatically devolve on their next of kin since legally they did not have any 
kin. Instead, they, like all other Roman citizens without family of their own, had 
themselves to determine who should inherit their often extensive properties.

Not all Vestals, however, seemingly managed to write a will before they 
died. The property of those who did not went to the state, according to Labeo, 
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who commenting on this legal provision is said to have noted, ‘it is uncertain 
what legal principle is here involved’ (Gel. 1.12).

Modern scholars interested in this provision have focused primarily on 
explaining what it was that so puzzled Labeo, namely the legal principle in 
question. Two explanations have been proposed. On the one hand, the legal 
scholar J. B. Moyle argues that there was no specific legal principle behind this 
provision but instead a simple, logical equation.8 An intestate Vestal’s estate 
went to the state for sacrificial purposes, his reasoning runs, because her life had 
been dedicated to the gods to whom these future sacrifices would be made. It 
was only logical, he claims, that the property of a priestess, whose life had been 
dedicated to the gods, went to the state for the further service of these same 
gods. On the other hand, scholars such as Gardner and Guizzi conclude that 
Labeo was simply expressing puzzlement at finding so early an example of what 
later became the standard procedure for the disposal of the property of someone 
who died intestate.9

Both of these views have a kernel of truth in them. Yet, both ignore certain 
problems that in the end make them inadequate. Without argument, the 
Vestals did devote their lives to the service of the goddess Vesta. On occasion, 
they did indeed participate in rites performed on behalf of other Roman gods. 
Nothing in our ancient sources, however, suggests that the Vestals dedicated 
their lives to the service of all the Roman state gods. Nor does anything in these 
same ancient sources suggest that an intestate Vestal’s estate was to be used by 
the state for sacrificial, or even more general religious, purposes.10 The lack
of evidence for both halves of this theory’s equation seriously weakens its 
supposed logic.

The second theory, that of Gardner and Guizzi, while offering a credible 
explanation for Labeo’s surprise, in the end does little to explain why an intestate 
Vestal’s property went to the state. If, as these two scholars suggest, Labeo was 
surprised to discover a provision of this sort already in existence at so early a 
period,11 then it follows that this provision came before the more general rule 
regarding all intestates’ property. As such, it cannot be explained simply as a 
case of standard legal practice. Some other solution must therefore be found.

One possible explanation can be found in the theory developed in the 
preceding chapters. The Vestals’ peculiar status as members of the Roman state 
but non-members of this state’s underlying family structure left them in a 
vacuum, when it came to matters of inheritance. Before the legal codification 
to which Gardner in particular refers,12 the estate of an ordinary Roman who 
died intestate went to his nearest agnate family members, if any existed. As we 
have seen, many of the rites and duties with which the Vestals were bound were 
devised with one purpose in mind. This was to ensure that the Vestals no 
longer had any official connection to these family members. As we have also 
already seen, in other instances the Roman state functioned in the role of family 
for the Vestals, when such a function was necessary. The same is likely to be 
true here as well. The state inherited the estate of an intestate Vestal, because it 
stepped into the vacuum created by the necessities of the Vestals’ peculiar 
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status and fulfilled the function of familia for the Vestals.13 Thus, the same 
principle that operated when an ordinary individual died intestate also oper-
ated here. The state functioned in locus familiae for the Vestals, inheriting their 
estates, if they died intestate.

Juridical status

The Vestals’ legal position embraced other peculiarities as well. Alongside 
their special status in relation to matters of tutelage and inheritance, the Vestals 
also seem to have had a unique position in the judicial sphere.14 Three ancient 
authors testify that either some or all of the Vestals alone among Roman women 
gave evidence orally in open court.15

Plutarch writes: ‘Now Tarquinia was a sacred virgin, one of the Vestals, and 
received great honours for her act, among which was this, that of all women her 
testimony alone be accepted’ (Plu. Publ. 8.4). Aulus Gellius offers somewhat 
the same story but calls the Vestal in question, Taracia:

And the lex horatia witnesses also that Taracia was a Vestal Virgin, whom 
this same law raised above the people. She received many honours from 
this law, among which was included the right of giving evidence, and she 
alone of all women received this [right]. This is a direct citation of the lex
horatia; on the other hand in the twelve tables is written: ‘let an inferior 
person be unable to witness’.

(Gel. 7.7.2)

Tacitus offers a somewhat broader interpretation:

But Urgulania’s power was too great for the state so that when as a witness 
in a certain case, which was being tried before the senate, she refused to 
appear, a praetor was sent to interrogate her at home, although it was an 
ancient custom that the Vestal virgins be heard in the Forum and in the 
court, whenever they were required to give testimony.

(Tac. Ann. 2.34)

Quite possibly, though, the Vestal referred to by both Plutarch and Aulus 
Gellius was the first Vestal to receive a right that subsequently came to be 
standard practice for all Vestals.

Although both Aulus Gellius and Plutarch unequivocally state that alone of 
all women a single Vestal was given the privilege of testifying in open court,
modern scholars have drawn attention to three ancient texts that seemingly 
contradict this picture and have argued that there must be some misunder-
standing on the part of our sources on the Vestals.16 A close examination of 
these three ancient texts, however, reveals that the women to whom they refer 
may have appeared in open court but if they did so, they did so as mute
witnesses, whose testimony was read aloud by others.
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The first passage is found in the first of Cicero’s Verrines, where the orator 
asks the defendant:

Why do you force your friend’s wife, your friend’s mother-in-law, in short, 
your dead friend’s whole family, to hear evidence against you? Why do you 
force most modest and commendable women to come against our customs 
and against their desires into so large a gathering of men? Recite the 
evidence of them all.

(Cic. Ver. 1.37.94)

This passage has been taken to mean that Verres’ female relatives both appeared 
and spoke in open court. Cicero, however, does not necessarily say that these 
women spoke in open court, only that they appeared (prodire) in it. While 
Cicero does use the phrase testimonium dicere, which translates literally as ‘speak
the evidence’, this phrase has more properly a less literal translation. It is, in 
fact, the standard Latin idiom for the English phrase ‘give evidence’. Ancient 
authors employed it both of situations where witnesses themselves delivered 
their evidence in person before an open court and of instances where witnesses’
testimony had clearly been taken down beforehand in private and was simply 
to be read aloud in court. Quintilian, describing Roman juridical procedures, 
even notes explicitly, ‘testimony may be given (testimonium dicere) in writing or 
by those present in court’.17

The rest of Cicero’s passage supports such a conclusion. Cicero’s second 
question is: ‘Why do you compel most modest and admirable women to come 
against their wont and against their will into so great an assembly of men?’ The 
Latin verb Cicero chooses to employ here, prodire, can be translated as ‘appear,
enter or show oneself’.18 It cannot mean ‘speak’. Thus, this question can at most 
be taken as evidence for the women’s presence in the court and not for their 
speaking there. Most telling, though, is the Latin command with which Cicero 
ends this passage, ‘read aloud’ (recita). This passage, therefore, cannot, and 
should not, be taken as evidence that ordinary women directly addressed the 
open court. Instead, it portrays the mother and grandmother of Verres appear-
ing in a more limited role as a mute presence in the open court.

The other two passages commonly cited as problematic in this context in
no way contradict this picture. Twice, in his Vita Claudii, the biographer 
Suetonius mentions women who had roles in court cases: ‘When a woman 
refused to recognize her son, and the evidence on both sides was conflicting, 
[Claudius] forced her to admit the truth by ordering her to marry the young 
man’ (Suet. Cl. 15.2) and

Once when a witness had been brought before the senate, [Claudius] said: 
“This woman was my mother’s freedwoman and maid, but she always 
regarded me as her patron; I mention this because there are still some in 
my household now who do not look on me as patron.”

(Suet. Cl. 40.2)
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In the first passage, a woman is clearly the defendant but nothing in the text 
suggests that she herself spoke in her own defence. Instead, Suetonius states 
only that the case was directed against her. The second passage as well notes 
only that a freedwoman was led into court as a witness. It does not say that she, 
any more than Verres’ female relatives, spoke to the court directly.19 Nothing 
in any of these three passages suggests that the women in question themselves 
spoke in open court. Rather everything implies that if a woman had evidence to 
give in a court case, this evidence was taken down as a written deposition 
earlier in private and then read aloud to the court, with the women appearing 
only as mute witnesses of their own testimony.20

This impression is strengthened by a passage in Valerius Maximus’ work, 
Factorum et Dictorum Memorabilium Libri Novem. Valerius Maximus observes 
that while women could bring suit in civil court on their own behalf, it was 
rare, if not unheard of, for them to actually appear before the court.21 Thus, the 
ancient evidence actually demonstrates that, while ordinary Roman women 
might appear in court, if they did so, they did so mutely. What testimony they 
had to offer on a specific legal matter was given ahead of time privately and 
then read aloud from a deposition in court. Since this is the case then, it seems 
that our sources on the Vestals are correct. The Vestals alone of all Roman 
women actually spoke in open court.

This special status is evidence once again of the Vestals’ liminal position 
within the Roman civic and familial structure. As we have just seen, when 
ordinary Roman women were required to give testimony in a court case, their 
evidence was taken down privately ahead of time and then read aloud in the 
open court. Although no ancient evidence explicitly states this, it seems likely 
that one reason for this practice was to ensure that this deposition would be 
taken under the supervision of a woman’s guardian.22 The Vestals, however, 
not being under anyone’s tutelage, would have had no one to represent or 
supervise them in such instances. Because the Vestal had no such person to 
apply to, she had to act for herself, hence her ability to speak in open court and 
by extension to act as witness.

One further twist to this whole issue, however, appears in another passage of 
Aulus Gellius, where the author notes: ‘I have written down the words of the 
praetor from the edicta perpetua about the Flamen Dialis and the priest: “I may 
not compell the Flamen Dialis or the Vestal priestess to swear an oath on 
anything in my jurisdiction”’ (Gel. 10.15.31). Asconius also comments on this 
special status.23

Whether this special status was limited only to a praetor’s court or not (and 
which praetor’s court it was) cannot be known. The existence of these two 
passages, however, does strengthen the claim that the Vestals appeared as 
witnesses in court. It also suggests one final refinement to our understanding of 
the Vestals’ legal status within the judicial sphere. Unlike other Romans, the 
Vestals and the Flamen Dialis could not be compelled to swear an oath. These 
two priesthoods shared other noteworthy characteristics. Candidates for both 
were ‘taken’ into their respective priesthoods; members of both were permitted 
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to ride through Rome on priestly business, and members of both were also 
bound by more restrictions than other Roman priesthoods.24 These similarities 
suggest first that we should see a religious significance to this prohibition and 
second that this religious significance is related to a special status shared by 
these two priesthoods. J. Vanggaard has argued convincingly that the many 
prohibitions which surrounded the Flamen Dialis were meant to give him a 
special sacred status and were in part due to his special role as Jupiter’s human 
representative.25 The many similarities between the Vestals and Flamen Dialis 
make it possible and indeed likely that the same argument applies here. The 
Vestals could not be bound by oath because they had in some way been made 
sacred, and this sacrality would have been polluted by human bonds.

Financial position

Related to the discussion of the Vestals’ release from tutelage and the accom-
panying ability to choose their own heirs is the question of how they acquired 
the fortunes, which they seemingly had to leave. Related to this question in 
turn is the question of how the Vestals’ finances functioned in general. This 
topic is a complex one that has remained largely unconsidered to this day, 
probably because the particularly haphazard nature of our evidence makes it a 
particularly difficult one. For some aspects of this topic, most notably the ques-
tion of the Vestals’ expenses, almost no evidence or indeed no evidence at all 
exists. For other aspects, most notably the sources of funding available to the 
Vestals and their order, evidence does exist, but must still be treated with
caution as it offers only tantalizing glimpses into this issue’s complexities. 
Despite these drawbacks, the topic is both an important and a neglected one 
that needs to be considered. For it is in fact possible, using not only literary but 
also archaeological and epigraphical sources, to come to at least a partial under-
standing of the Vestals’ financial situation and thus of their status in Roman 
society.

In the first book of his history, Livy describes Numa’s foundation of the 
Vestal order, writing among other things, ‘For these [priestesses], he estab-
lished a public stipend so that they might be constant guardians of the temple’
(Liv. 1.20.3). While Livy’s claim that Numa established this stipendium is not 
necessarily accurate, his statement that the Vestals received a stipendium no 
doubt reflects the reality of his own era and probably of those immediately 
preceding. This means that by the late Republic, if not before, the Vestals did 
in fact receive some sort of regular state stipendium.

The type of funds Livy is describing when he uses the word stipendium is less 
certain than is apparent from the works of those modern scholars who touch 
upon this topic. The majority of these have generally assumed that this 
stipendium was a lump sum paid once to each Vestal at the beginning of her 
tenure. In assuming this, they seemingly combine Livy’s statement with a 
remark of Tacitus, who, discussing the emperor Tiberius’ generosity, notes 
that the Vestal Cornelia received two million sesterces upon her entry into the 
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order.26 Tacitus, however, wrote a century after Livy, at a time when many 
imperial policies, which were new or nonexistent in Livy’s time, had become 
well established. Thus, what Tacitus describes was not necessarily in existence 
during Livy’s time, and indeed seems a special instance out of the ordinary 
since Tacitus chooses to comment on it. As well, Livy’s use of the word 
stipendium – traditionally used of the pay a soldier received at the end of each 
annual campaign – implies that the sum involved was an amount of money 
given annually rather than a one-time sum.27 A very few scholars recognizing 
these facts and differentiating between Livy’s remark and that of Tacitus have 
argued that each Vestal received an annual payment. This argument comes 
closer to the truth than the first but even it meets with some difficulties.

It is not immediately clear from Livy’s choice of vocabulary and use of the 
plural and singular forms whether each individual Vestal received her own 
stipendium or the order as a whole received one single large one. Livy uses the 
singular form of stipendium to refer to the payment received by the Vestals and 
the plural his to refer to the Vestals themselves. One way to translate this 
statement certainly is to say that Livy is using the singular stipendium as a 
collective singular noun meant to refer to a group of stipends. It is this option 
that most modern scholars have presumably followed. It is equally possible, 
however, that stipendium should be translated literally as a single sum of money 
and his as a plural representing the Vestals as a single group. In other words, 
Livy could just as well be saying that the order as a whole received an annual 
payment from the state to cover its expenses as that each individual Vestal 
received the equivalent of a dowry upon entry into the order.

If this interpretation is correct and the order as a whole received a yearly 
stipend, then neither Mommsen’s claim that this stipendium should be seen as a 
sort of dowry,28 nor Gardner’s argument that it was a peculium can be correct.29

Both of these payments were one-time, lump sum gifts made to an individual, 
the one made at the time of a girl’s marriage, the other at the time of one 
person’s release from another’s potestas. A stipendium, however, was an annual 
payment rather than a one-time gift, which both a dowry and a peculium were. 
As well, as we have just argued, the Vestals’ stipendium was likely to have been 
a collective payment made to the order as a whole. Both of these facts militate 
against either of these suggestions as accurate explanations for why the Vestals 
received such a payment.

A more likely explanation for this payment is to be found in the Romans’
careful separation of the Vestals from their birth families. A Vestal had no legal 
claim on or official connection to her family after she became a Vestal. Her 
family’s continued financial support in these circumstances could not have 
been expected and would have punctured the carefully created image of the 
Vestals as independent women with no further relationship to their birth 
families. Yet the Vestals still had to eat and clothe themselves as well as feed 
and clothe their servants. Someone had to pay for such necessities, as well as
the order’s other expenses (for example, the upkeep of their house, their
ritual supplies, the wood for the fire within the aedes Vestae). Therefore, it was 
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necessary for someone else to step in and provide financial support. This some-
one else was the same state that in other connections also functioned in locus
familiae to the Vestals.

Besides the funding provided by the stipendium, however we define it in the 
end, literary evidence also suggests that the Vestal order as a whole had a 
substantial rental income. Hyginus, describing various categories of land, 
observes: ‘From antiquity, they learn this, so that they also use the ancient 
names, such as the rented (vectigalis) land of the Vestal Virgins, and altars, 
temples, tombs and the like’ (Hyg. agrim. p. 82).30 His use of the adjective 
vectigalis to describe these lands implies that the lands were rented out.31 This 
premise is further strengthened by Hyginus’ later notation that although on 
occasion land of this type was leased annually, most frequently it was rented 
out on a five-year contract.32 How extensive the Vestals’ lands were is unknown. 
Quite clearly, however, they would have brought in some rental income, which 
might well have been fairly substantial. Presumably, the rental income from 
these lands was freely available for the order’s use.

As well as this land outside the city boundaries, archaeological evidence 
suggests that at least during the Republic and early Empire, the Vestals also 
had rental property within the city proper. Along the northern and eastern side 
of the Republican atrium are the remains of two rows of shops facing onto the 
via sacra and the via nova. Although some of these shops gradually disappeared 
as their space was incorporated into the atrium proper, others remained in 
existence throughout the Vestals’ tenancy of the atrium.33 These shops must 
have been rented out, and again it is not too much to assume that at least some 
of their rent went to support the Vestals, the inhabitants of the house to which 
these shops were attached.34

Finally, archaeological, epigraphical and numismatic evidence attests that 
the Vestals and their order frequently received generous, and often financially 
advantageous, gifts from wealthy individual patrons, and in particular during 
the imperial period from the emperors and members of the imperial family. 
The atrium Vestae was rebuilt five times during the course of the imperial 
period, each time more elaborately than before. Inscriptions associated with 
two of these rebuildings name the generosity of particular emperors. Hadrian, 
for example, took credit for the addition of a shrine outside the main door of
the atrium,35 while Julia Domna did the same for a later addition and the 
restoration that took place after the fire of Commodus.36 Coinage offers further 
evidence that various emperors and their families wished to be known as 
benefactors of the goddess and her cult. Lucilla, the daughter of Antoninus, 
had coins cut with her image on one side and that of Vesta’s temple on the 
other.37 Frequent representations of the goddess and her temple also appear on 
coins from the reigns of Vespasian, Hadrian and Nero, suggesting that these 
emperors too wished to celebrate on coinage their close connection to the 
goddess and her order.38

The second century ce statues of senior Vestal Virgins and their pedestals, 
found in the atrium’s courtyard, flesh out this picture.39 Many of these bases 
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bear dedicatory inscriptions from private individuals, thanking the Vestal in 
question for her patronage and support. Their existence and that of the statues 
indicate that not only emperors but also private individuals were in this period 
willing to spend money to ‘beautify’ the Vestals’ home.

So far, we have been primarily concerned with the finances of the Vestal 
order as a whole. Ancient literary evidence, however, shows that individual 
Vestals also had money and property of their own. Plutarch writes that the 
Vestal Licinia was accused of incestum, because she had been closeted privately 
in a room with a man.40 She was able to refute the charge, however, by arguing 
that the man, Crassus, was her cousin and that they were discussing the 
purchase or sale of some of her property. Such an explanation was evidently 
realistic enough to be believable or Licinia would not have escaped with her 
life. This suggests that it was normal or, at the very least, not unusual for a 
Vestal to have business interests and a fortune of her own. Such a view is 
supported for the imperial period as well by the passage of Tacitus, quoted 
above.Finally, the various ancient references to one or another Vestal’s personal 
slaves also suggest that these priestesses had substantial private property of 
their own.41 Thus, while by my reading the literary evidence suggests that
the order as a whole received the stipendium mentioned by Livy, individual 
Vestals also clearly had access to funds of their own.

Unfortunately, we do not know much about how the Vestal order and the 
individual Vestals used the funds to which they had access. Beyond, the know-
ledge provided by Plutarch, mentioned above, that individual Vestals bought 
and sold property, no real evidence for this side of the Vestals’ financial picture 
exists. We have no records of the Vestals’ yearly expenditures. We do not know 
whether the state stipendium was meant to cover both ritual and daily expenses 
or only one or the other. We do not know how the Vestals acquired the grain 
they needed to make mola salsa, the cloth for their clothing or the wood for
their fire. Were these and other items donated and delivered by the state or by 
private individuals? Or was a slave sent to the nearby market with a basket and 
money in hand to return with what was needed? It seems likely, given the 
existence of the stipendium, that the Vestals were expected to administer and 
pay for their own expenses themselves, but we have no concrete proof of this. In 
the end, all that can be said of this aspect of Vestal finances is that there can be 
no definitive answer to our questions without the unlikely discovery of further 
ancient evidence.

Conclusion

The Vestals’ legal and financial situation further flesh out the picture we have 
seen developing in Chapters 3 and 4. Here too there is evidence that the Vestals 
had a special status unique to them among all Romans, one that ensured that 
they remained securely within the Roman citizen body while at the same time 
avoiding all possible ties to an individual Roman family. This special status 
guaranteed that these priestesses were able to represent Rome as a whole on a 
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religious level without owing any allegiance to or risking being polluted by
a domestic cult. A study of the Vestals’ legal and financial positions sheds
some light on a subsidiary issue, the question of how the order was financed 
and paid for.
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6 The Vestals in the Romans’
 history

Although many of our ancient sources for the Vestals focus on these priestesses’
religious rituals and cult activities, others concern themselves with specific 
historical events. Chapters 6 and 7 examine these references both for what they 
can tell us about the Vestals’ place in the Romans’ view of their own history and 
for what they can tell us about the priestesses’ actual role in Rome’s history. 
This chapter considers the appearances of the Vestals in what might best be 
termed the late Republic’s and early Empire’s own version of Roman history, 
that is to say the Vestals’ appearances in Roman historical accounts of the 
centuries between the founding of Rome and the end of the Second Punic War. 
Chapter 7 deals with the various historical appearances of the Vestals from the 
end of this war to the end of the first century ce for which we have contem-
porary or almost contemporary sources.

Before we embark on an examination of the Vestals’ appearances in the 
ancient Romans’ accounts of their own history, it is important to highlight one 
point concerning these accounts. The historical appearances of the Vestals 
discussed in this chapter occurred over a period of some 500 years, and with one 
single exception all of them took place many years and often centuries before 
our various ancient sources recorded them. Since these sources are removed in 
time from the actual events they record and since they are known on other 
occasions to have reworked or embellished episodes in their accounts of Roman 
history to fit their own literary or historical agenda, we must accept that their 
accounts of the Vestals’ place in Roman history are not necessarily accurate.1

What we are dealing with in this chapter, it should be stressed, are the Romans’
own beliefs about their earlier history and the Vestals’ place in it rather than 
any absolute and factual account of early Vestal activities.

The Vestals in the Regal Period

The Vestals appear in our ancient sources in connection with three separate 
episodes during Rome’s Regal Period. All three of these episodes emphasize 
the fact that the Vestals played a central role in the Romans’ understanding and 
construction of the origins of their own culture and identity. Whatever else one 
says about the Vestals, these priestesses were from the very beginning at the 
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heart of what it was to be Roman. Without them and their cult, ancient Rome 
as we know it could not have existed.

The earliest Vestal of whom we hear is, of course, Rhea Silvia, the mother of 
Romulus and Remus.2 While ancient accounts of the legend of Romulus and 
Remus differ on some aspects of the story, all are agreed that Rhea Silvia was 
the Alban king Numitor’s daughter, who after her father’s deposal was made a 
Vestal by her uncle in order to prevent her having any sons who might threaten 
him. Despite her uncle’s actions, Rhea Silvia was miraculously impregnated
(in most ancient accounts by the god Mars) and gave birth to the twins who 
grew up to found Rome.

Two particular aspects of this story immediately stand out in relation to the 
Vestals. First, clearly the Romans of our period believed that this cult and its 
priestesses (or one particular priestess) were an integral part of the myth of 
Rome’s founding. Without the Vestals and their cult, there would have been 
no Rome and thus no Romans. Second, the fact that in the Romans’ minds the 
cult clearly pre-existed Rome’s founding assumes that it had a prior existence 
as a non-indigenous cult, one that began elsewhere and only after its arrival in 
Rome (and Rome’s foundation) became Roman.

T. J. Cornell in his book, The Beginnings of Rome, writes:

The Roman foundation legend provides evidence, first and foremost, of 
how the Romans of later times chose to see themselves, and how they 
wished to be seen by others. The story carries a strong ideological message. 
The most revealing sign of this is the way it defines the identity of the 
Roman people as a mixture of different ethnic groups, and of Roman 
culture as the product of various foreign influences.3

The ancient descriptions of the Vestals’ role in the foundation myth of Rome 
repeat and strengthen the ideological message defined by Cornell. The Vestals 
who were at the very heart of Rome’s beginnings, and without whom Rome’s
founder would never have existed, were also foreign, and as such a reminder 
that, as Cornell observes, one part of the Romans’ identity was a belief that they 
were not of indigenous stock but a blending of many peoples and cultures. At 
the same time, the fact that they partook of the foreignness that was so central 
to the Romans’ own identity emphasizes how intertwined the Vestals and their 
order were with Rome itself. In the minds of the Romans of our period, the 
Vestals were inseparable from and in some way the same as Rome itself.

The central role the Vestal order and cult play in ancient accounts of king 
Numa’s establishment of Rome’s state religion further emphasizes the Vestals’
part in this ideological message.4 The prominence assigned to the Vestals in 
ancient accounts of Numa’s establishment of this religion suggests that the 
Romans of our historical period viewed this cult as an integral part of the 
means by which their ancestors’ lawless and warlike society was transformed 
into their own legal-minded and religiously dutiful state. At the same time, 
our ancient sources’ crediting of Alban Numa with the establishment of the 
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Roman Vestal order, which many of those same sources also record as originally 
an Alban priesthood, manifestly reinforces again the message that the Romans 
and their state were made up of a variety of different peoples and ethnic 
influences.5 In this story too, the Vestal cult, which was part of what defined 
the Romans’ own sense of themselves and what it meant to be Roman, began 
somewhere else and was at the same time both Roman and foreign.

The same message is also to be found in the Vestals’ final appearance in 
ancient accounts of the Regal Period. Dionysius of Halicarnassus records
that the first incident of Vestal incestum took place under the Roman king, 
Tarquinius Priscus.6 The Vestal Pinaria, he writes, was accused and convicted 
of incestum and punished according to a method devised by Priscus himself. The 
method chosen was, Dionysius observes, the same as that used in later cases:

[Tarquinius Priscus] seems also to have first invented the punishment 
which the Pontifices inflict on those Vestals who do not preserve their 
chastity, motivated either by his own views or, as some believe, following 
a dream; and this punishment, according to the interpreters of religious 
rites, was found after his death among the Sibylline oracles. For under
his rule the priestess Pinaria, Publius’ daughter, was discovered to be 
performing the rites in a state of unchastity.

(D. H. 3.67.3)

The inventor of the Vestals’ punishment, Tarquinius Priscus, was believed to 
have come to Rome from Etruria and thus serves as yet one more example of the 
Romans’ belief that they and their state were a mixture of many different 
peoples and cultures. The crediting of Priscus with the invention of the 
punishment for Vestal incestum is thus also one more example of this belief,
in that a distinctly Roman tradition is given another ethnic beginning in
this story.

Whatever else the Romans wanted to say about their origins and their iden-
tity, one aspect of this message was that the Vestals were an integral part of who 
the Romans were. Wound about and integral in all the Vestals’ appearances in 
the ancient accounts of early Roman history is the theme of their cults’ essential 
foreignness, and its pre-existence of Rome itself. A Vestal was the mother of 
Rome’s founder; the cult itself was brought to Rome from Alba Longa by 
Numa, and Tarquinius Priscus, the first of Rome’s Etruscan kings, was credited 
with the invention of the best known aspect of this cult, the punishment for 
Vestal incestum. This repeated emphasis on the fact that the priestesses and their 
cult pre-existed Rome and stemmed from Alba Longa are an inherent reminder 
that Rome and its culture were made up of foreign rather than indigenous 
elements. In other words, whatever else one says about the Vestals and their 
cult, one must recognize that reflected in the Romans’ own stories of the early 
order is the belief that this most essentially Roman institution was of foreign 
origin, just as the Romans themselves were.
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Vestals in the early Republic

Ancient historical accounts of the Vestals’ appearances in the early Republic 
settle into a pattern and in their discussions of the next 350 years or so, with the 
exception of a single episode, our sources name the Vestals only in connection 
with accusations of incestum. The picture we receive of the Vestals in this period 
is one of a group of priestesses whose primary function was religious, who did 
not step out of their cult roles, took no active part in public events and did not 
even act in their own defence, when it would otherwise seem necessary. With 
the single exception of their flight from the Gauls in 386 bce, where the 
priestesses manifestly acted from necessity and in any case did so within a 
traditional religious framework (saving Rome’s sacra surely counts as that), 
none of the Vestals who appear in the ancient historical accounts of this period 
emerge as active participants in the episodes recounted by our sources but 
instead remain passive figures around whom an often tragic drama unfolds. 
Whether this picture is a historically accurate one is unknown but it is clearly 
the picture in which the Romans of our period believed, and the picture against 
which the actions of the Vestals contemporary with our ancient sources were 
measured.

With the exception of their reports of the Vestals’ flight from the Gauls, for 
which there is nearly contemporary evidence, the historical accuracy of our 
ancient sources’ accounts of the episodes involving the Vestals in this period is 
unknown. While it is probable that the actual accusations and immolations 
recorded did take place, given that these events would have been included in 
the pontifical records, our ancient sources may have known little more than we 
of the actual events that led up to these incidents. In such a vacuum, it is to
be expected that at least some of these sources expanded upon the original 
pontifical notice of a case of incestum with the invention of further details. In 
other words, while the various accusations and punishments recorded are likely 
to have occurred, their causes, as well as the events that surrounded them may 
well have been embellished and many of the details, perhaps even the names of 
the Vestals involved, invented either by our sources or by our sources’ sources.

It must therefore be recognized at the outset of this portion of our discussion 
that any pattern discovered in these episodes may owe as much to authorial 
intention as to historical reality.7 Our ancient sources may well only have 
included certain episodes of Vestal incestum and excluded others that did not fit 
the structure or intent of their work. Likewise, these same authors may them-
selves have chosen the Vestal names recorded because these names fit their
own agenda rather than because they were historically accurate. In other
words, what we have in these accounts is the views of late republican and early 
imperial sources on the episodes involving these priestesses and not absolute 
and accurate historical reports.

It is generally assumed nowadays that accusations of, and convictions for, 
Vestal incestum occurred only at moments when Rome was in especially great 
danger or turmoil.8 An accused Vestal, most scholars interested in the issue 
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argue, functioned as a scapegoat whose immolation served to reassure Rome’s
inhabitants that a threatening danger had been avoided.9 This view, however, 
is less than accurate. Leaving aside for the moment the whole question of 
whether this pattern or any other pattern is due more to authorial intention or 
historical reality, the fact that not all instances of external danger or internal 
turmoil at Rome in this period resulted in such accusations means that some 
additional trigger must have been present for each recorded Vestal case of 
incestum. A close examination of these cases in fact reveals that such accusations 
seem to have been made only when the punishment of a Vestal could serve as an 
object lesson to some segment of the Roman population with whom the Vestal 
in question had close connections or whom she could be seen as symbolizing in 
some way. In other words, Vestals of this period seem to have been accused of 
incestum only when a faction to which they or their family belonged or which 
they could be seen as representing was involved in the turmoil in question.

Of the nine episodes of possible Vestal incestum recorded for the period 
between the founding of the Republic and the end of the Second Punic War, 
seven are securely dated. Of these seven, four take place at times when their 
victims’ accusation can be seen as sending a direct and much needed (from the 
point of view of the authorities in charge) message to a Roman political faction 
with whom the Vestal in question was closely associated. The remaining three 
take place at times when Rome’s women in particular were under threat from a 
plague.

The most famous and most discussed charges of Vestal incestum in this first 
period of the Republic are also the last, made in 216 bce. Livy and others 
record that shortly after the disaster at Cannae, two Vestals, Opimia and 
Floronia, were accused and convicted of incestum.10

For terrified above all at so great a slaughter together with other prodigia,
next because two Vestals in the same year, Opimia and Floronia, were con-
victed of incestum and the one was destroyed under the earth at the Colline 
Gate, as is the custom, while the other contrived her own death; L. Cantilius, 
one of the Pontifical scribes, whom they now call the lesser Pontifices,
who had committed the crime with Floronia, was beaten by the Pontifex 
Maximus with withies in the comitium until he died under the blows.

(Liv. 22.57.2–3)

It is this incident that is most commonly cited as evidence that accusations of 
Vestal incestum were made only at times of great fear and turmoil within Rome, 
and in this case it is an accurate assessment of Rome’s likely state. Hannibal 
was rampaging through Italy and indeed almost at the gates of Rome. Rome’s
armies were seemingly able to do little to stop him, and many Roman lives had 
already been lost. In Livy’s own words:

Among evils the scope of which, great as it was, was still uncertain, they 
were unable even to form any satisfactory plan, and the clamour of weeping 
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women disturbed them, for, since the facts were not yet known, the living 
and the dead were being lamented in almost every house indiscriminately. 
Therefore Q. Fabius Maximus stated that . . . since there were hardly any 
magistrates remaining in the city, the senators should themselves take 
steps to calm the tumult and fear that abounded everywhere. They must 
forbid the matrons the public streets and force them to remain indoors; 
they must quell the loud lamentation for the dead and bring silence to
the city.

(Liv. 22.55)

The pax romana, which the Vestals were expected to preserve with their 
virginity, was without a doubt in danger in Roman eyes. Thus, one reason for 
these charges is likely to have been, as modern scholars often observe, the 
Romans’ very real fear for their city’s future.

At the same time, however, a close examination of Livy’s text reveals that 
above and beyond the general fear engendered by Hannibal’s presence, the 
turmoil at Rome was in large part the result of the behaviour of Rome’s women. 
Instead of remaining at home and silent on public matters, as was proper
for respectable Roman mothers, wives and daughters, women had taken to 
wailing publicly in the streets openly mourning their losses. So great was their 
lamentation that the Roman senate limited the length of mourning to one 
month, and the annual rites of Ceres had to be suspended because there were 
not enough women out of mourning to perform them.11 Later in the same year, 
when the senate debated whether or not to ransom the captives from the Battle 
of Cannae, women mingled publicly with the men listening to the debate. 
After the senate made the decision not to ransom the captives, the women 
followed the messengers to the gates of the city openly lamenting and pro-
testing against this decision. All of this combines to suggest an atmosphere 
where traditional gender barriers were breaking down and women were acting 
in an increasingly uncontrolled fashion. More than that, though, it suggests an 
atmosphere where the behaviour of women was of increasing political concern. 
This raises the possibility that in some measure the condemnation of the two 
Vestals may again have been an attempt to redress the balance and restore some 
measure of control over one specific element of Roman society, its women,
with the accusation and immolation/suicide of the two Vestals serving as a 
symbolic correction to the inappropriately uncontrolled behaviour of these 
same women.

This postulate gains further strength from a consideration of Livy’s account 
of the events of 207 bce:

more terrifying to the minds of men than all the other portents announced 
from abroad or seen at home the fire in the aedes Vestae went out, and the 
Vestal who was the guardian that night was beaten with by order of the 
Pontifex P. Licinius. Although it happened not as a portent from the gods 
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but because of human error, it was nevertheless decided to placate Vesta 
with a sacrifice of full-grown victims and a supplication.

(Liv. 28.11.6)12

In that year, prodigies repeatedly disturbed Rome, still in danger from 
Hannibal and his army. Among these was the extinguishing of the fire on the 
hearth of Vesta. Such an occurrence was believed to portend the downfall of 
Rome, and, as R. Bauman observes, in the frightened atmosphere that still 
existed at that time in Rome, might well have provoked further accusations of 
Vestal inchastity.13 As far as we know it did not, and the lesser punishment of a 
whipping by the Pontifex Maximus was instead applied. That no graver action 
seems to have been contemplated, however, gives rise to the question, why?

Bauman wishes to see the growth of the Scipionic party’s power as at least 
partially the reason for this relatively mild reaction and further suggests that it 
might have been due to Aemilia’s influence.14 Combined with this, though, are 
also the changed circumstances at Rome. While they were still less than ideal 
– Hannibal was still in Italy and Rome’s safety and indeed its very survival 
remained uncertain – they had changed in one very important aspect. Women 
had returned, at least nominally, to their expected places. They were no longer 
mourning openly in the streets, demonstrating and protesting about the loss of 
their men, but had retired to their homes and traditional activities.15 Their 
behaviour was no longer a political issue, and thus no longer a trigger for Vestal 
punishment.

The possibility of a political trigger for accusations of Vestal incestum is 
further confirmed by the first immolation of the early Republic recorded for 
the year 483 bce. Four separate sources note that in this year a Vestal, whose 
name these same sources variously give as Oppia, Opimia, Pompilia or Popillia, 
was accused of incestum, found guilty and put to death.16 Livy, the most detailed 
of our sources, records that the first suspicion of Vestal incestum arose because of 
various ominous portents occurring in the same year, but the further particulars 
of the precise circumstances surrounding this accusation, trial and punishment 
are lacking.

Scholars have generally accepted that the name Oppia, given to the Vestal in 
question by Livy, is the most likely name of the four provided by our ancient 
sources.17 If this is indeed the case, then already at this early date we have a 
plebeian Vestal.18 Such a background raises the possibility that a very real 
political motivation lay behind Oppia’s accusation (or, equally possibly,
that our sources wished to imply this possibility). Rome was at this time in a 
state of political unrest over the question of agricultural reform with the 
patricians taking one side and the plebeians the other.19 The Pontifices were by 
definition patrician and as such would most probably have been in the camp of 
those who supported the status quo and viewed the plebeians’ unrest as a 
worrying development that threatened the very fabric of the state and its 
continued existence. In light of this, Oppia’s immolation takes on an added 
significance and can be seen in part as the patrician Pontifices’ conscious or 
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unconscious reaction to plebeian unrest, one that presumably was meant to 
send a warning to the plebs of the dangers inherent in overstepping their 
traditional boundaries.

By itself, the possible relationship between Oppia’s immolation and politi-
cal unrest at Rome is perhaps not enough to suggest that such a relationship is 
anything other than coincidence or authorial intention. The same pattern, 
however, is repeated in two other accusations of Vestal incestum recorded by our 
ancient sources for the years of the early Republic. The first accusation is 
recorded for 420 bce, when the Vestal Postumia was accused of incestum but 
acquitted:

In the same year, the Vestal virgin Postumia, although innocent of the 
crime, was accused of inchastity, coming under suspicion because of her 
too elegant dress and a manner freer than was suitable for a virgin. After 
she had been remanded and then acquitted, the Pontifex Maximus, on 
behalf of the whole college, ordered her to abstain from joking and to 
practise holiness rather than elegance in her appearance.

(Liv. 4.44.2)20

The second is that made against Minucia in 337 bce:

In the same year, the Vestal Minucia, suspected first because of her 
appearance, which was more worldly than appropriate, next accused to the 
Pontifices by the report of a slave, after she had been commanded by their 
decree to abstain from the sacred rites and not to sell her slaves, and after 
judgement had been passed, was buried alive under the earth at the Colline 
Gate to the right of the via Strata in the Campus Sceleratus; I believe that 
the name of this place comes from the crime of incest.

(Liv. 8.15.7–8)21

According to Livy, again the most detailed of our sources, Minucia and her 
predecessor, Postumia, were both accused of incestum because of appearances 
more elegant than appropriate for Vestals. This explanation, however, is 
somewhat of a convention in Livy’s accounts of Vestal immolation; not only 
Minucia and Postumia, but also the later Vestals Claudia and Licinia were said 
by Livy to have suffered because of their too elegant appearance and/or clever 
tongues.22 Nor do any of our other sources repeat this explanation in connec-
tion with these two immolations, thus raising the likelihood that some other 
cause lay behind the two accusations.

The names of the two Vestals in question again provide one possible 
explanation for their respective accusations, one that repeats the pattern 
established in the first recorded case of Vestal incestum for this period. The first 
of the two Vestals in question, Postumia, was presumably the sister of the 
military tribune M. Postumius, who was accused and convicted of failure at 
Veii in 421 bce.23 The timing of the charges against Postumia, less than a year 
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after her brother’s conviction, seems unlikely to have been pure coincidence. 
Postumius’ failure at Veii put Rome in serious danger and caused enormous 
resentment of Postumius and his faction among ordinary Romans. This resent-
ment was no doubt extended to the tribune’s sister and lay behind the charges 
raised against her.24 Equally, the fact that she was found innocent can be 
attributed to the composition of the Pontifical College, which at this time was 
still entirely patrician, and thus likely to be supportive of her and her faction.

Contemporary political struggles seem also to lie behind Minucia’s accusa-
tion and immolation. The years surrounding 337 bce were again dominated 
by the ongoing struggle for power between the patricians and the plebeians. 
Over the preceding thirty years, the plebeians had made increasing inroads in 
the patricians’ traditional power base. In the years between 366 and 351, the 
first plebeian consul, dictator and censor had held office. In the same year that 
Minucia was accused, the first plebeian praetor took office. The question of the 
plebeians’ right to various religious offices, which was to result some thirty 
years later in the lex Ogulnia, had already become an issue. Minucia, while not 
necessarily the first plebeian Vestal, was originally a member of an important 
and politically active plebeian family.25 As a member of such a family, Minucia 
would have been an easy target for the patrician Pontifices. The plebeians 
would have expected Minucia to demonstrate the plebeians’ suitability to hold 
high religious positions, while those who were against admitting plebeians to 
positions of religious (or other) authority would have hoped for the opposite, 
something to prove that plebeians were not suitable candidates. It is thus 
possible to see in the immolation of Minucia again a purpose having little to do 
with the supposed facts of the case, and everything to do with contemporary 
events. Minucia’s incestum, real or invented, provided the patricians with a 
golden opportunity to make their point and warn the plebeians of the dangers 
attendant on overstepping their traditional place, and it is most probably for 
this reason as much as any actual misdeed that she was found guilty and
buried alive.26

There remain three accusations of Vestal incestum during this period, which 
can be securely dated. Perhaps because of our limited knowledge of historical 
events for the times when these three accusations were made, they do not 
immediately show signs of supporting the pattern of political chastisement 
delineated above, although it should be stressed that they in no way contradict 
it. Instead, these three episodes give evidence of a secondary pattern in that 
they all seem to have been made at a time when some form of plague particu-
larly threatening to women was rampant at Rome. Thus, these accusations too, 
while not showing signs of being motivated by contemporary political strug-
gles, demonstrate that accusations of Vestal incestum occurred only at times 
when a group with whom the Vestals might be connected in Roman minds – in 
this case women – was at the root of some serious danger for Rome.

Our sources record that in 472 bce, the Vestal Orbinia was accused and 
convicted of incestum because of a plague to which women had been particularly 
vulnerable.27 As A. Fraschetti recognized, two other accusations of Vestal 
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incestum in the same era seem also to have been the result of an outbreak of a 
similar pestilence at Rome. In 274 or 273 bce, the Vestal Sextilia was con-
demned for incestum and buried alive.28 Although the reasons for this accusation 
are nowhere recorded in our ancient authors, Fraschetti, observing that Orosius 
records a plague similar to that of 472 in 276 bce, argued that this plague was 
still active in 274 bce, thus raising the possibility that the two events were 
con-nected.29 Finally, in 266 bce, the Vestal Caparronia was accused and con-
victed of incestum but escaped burial alive by hanging herself before her sentence 
could be carried out.30 Orosius records that in the same year a plague again 
raged at Rome. Whether women were mainly the victims of this last plague 
too is not known, but both Fraschetti and K. Mustakallio argue convincingly 
for this possibility.31

Fraschetti believes that these three immolations of Vestals in response to a 
plague are evidence that the incestum of a Vestal was largely a threat to pregnant 
women.32 Mustakallio takes issue with this interpretation, pointing out that 
the plague in question attacked not only women but also cattle. She wishes to 
see the incestum of a Vestal not as a threat to pregnant women but as a more 
general threat to Rome’s fertility, concluding that these three particular cases 
of incestum took place in the spring and thus polluted the ‘fertility and puri-
fication rites of this period’.33

Neither of these arguments is entirely convincing, if only because other 
incidents of Vestal incestum have no visible connection with either pregnant 
women in particular or fertility in general. The common thread of a plague 
whose victims were mainly women, which runs through these three incidents, 
however, is significant. If it was mainly women whom this plague attacked, 
then perhaps the Vestals were accused because in the Romans’ eyes they were 
connected with, and indeed represented, women in general. Livy and others 
record a number of outbreaks of plague at Rome, but only these three speci-
fically are recorded as attacking primarily women. When one combines that 
fact with the fact that it is also these three alone that result in accusations of 
Vestal incestum, it seems clear that there must be some connection between the 
two. As we have seen, previous Vestal accusations of this period seem to have 
occurred because the Vestal in question was connected to and thus could be 
seen as representing a potentially disruptive faction at Rome. In these three 
instances, the faction is Rome’s women as a whole, whose widespread illness 
was potentially threatening to Rome’s continued existence and status quo.

The final two stories of Vestal incestum in this period are perhaps the best 
known of all such stories. Both involve the miraculous rescue of a Vestal from 
charges of incestum through the intervention of her goddess.34 Although they 
are of a less certain date than those discussed previously, on the balance the 
ancient evidence suggests that both occurred before the Second Punic War; 
therefore they are both included here.35

The more certain of the two episodes in terms of dating is that of the Vestal 
Tuccia, which most of our sources set to c. 230 bce.36 In all but one ancient 
account, Tuccia was accused of incestum, but proved her innocence by carrying 
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water in a sieve from the river Tiber to the Forum.37 The second episode 
involved the Vestal Aemilia who, also accused of incestum, proved her innocence 
by laying her garment on the hearth of the aedes Vestae and miraculously 
relighting the fire from the dead ashes of this hearth.38

Because these two stories are of uncertain date, it is impossible to say 
whether they follow the same pattern as the instances already discussed. Their 
miraculous nature, however, sets them off from these other incidents and com-
bined with the uncertainty of their dating suggests that they, even more than 
the other incidents of incestum in this era, should perhaps be viewed rather as 
legendary tales than as actual historical events. What is particularly significant 
about these stories is not their historical accuracy but the meaning they would 
have had to our ancient sources’ contemporaries. The actual circumstances sur-
rounding these two accusations are lost to us. What remains is the message 
contained in the two accounts: when combined, these declared to an ordinary 
Roman audience that the goddess Vesta was concerned with the conduct of
her priestesses and would protect them if such protection became necessary. 
Conversely, if such protection was not offered, then the priestesses in question 
were without a doubt guilty and the goddess angry enough to require real and 
immediate propitiation. Such stories gave added lustre to these priestesses and 
their cult and emphasized the reality of Vesta’s concern for both her cult and 
Rome as a whole.

Only one Vestal appearance in the period between the founding of the 
Republic and the beginning of the First Punic War is unconnected with a 
charge of incestum. Our ancient sources record that in 386 bce, the Gauls 
besieged Rome itself and sent much of the population in flight from the city.39

Among those fleeing, these sources note, were the Vestals and the flamen
quirinalis carrying as many of their sacra as they could. A Roman named Lucius 
Albanius, they add, put his own wife and children out of his wagon and instead 
took up the priestesses and their sacra and carried them to safety in Caere.

This episode may sound like yet another legendary story meant to demon-
strate the Romans’ devotion to their gods, but it is in fact one for which we
have almost contemporary evidence.40 As such, it provides at least some 
evidence of contemporary Romans’ attitudes toward the Vestals and the 
Vestals’ own attitudes to their sacra. It presents us with a group of priestesses 
who took their duties seriously to the point of being willing to risk their lives 
to save the sacra entrusted to them. Equally importantly, it also offers us the 
image of an ordinary Roman citizen willing to risk his and his family’s lives to 
save these same priestesses and their sacra. Whatever later Vestals thought of 
their cult and its duties, the Vestals of this period took them seriously. 
Whatever later Romans thought of the Vestals and their cult, at this period of 
their history, they regarded the Vestals and their sacra with reverence great 
enough to ensure that at least one Roman was willing to risk his family and his 
family’s future for the priestesses and their cult.



The Vestals in the Romans’ history 87

Conclusion

The account we receive of the Vestals’ appearances in the first 500 or so years of 
Rome’s existence is less an accurate description of these priestesses’ actual 
historical existence than it is a construction of stories and images that reflects 
what the Romans of the late Republic and early Empire wished to believe was 
the truth about these priestesses, their order and their order’s role in Rome’s
past. The picture of the Vestals that emerges for the Regal Period is one that 
links these priestesses inextricably to and makes them inseparable from the 
Romans’ own definition of their identity. The Vestals were part of Rome from 
the very beginning, yet at the same time they and their order pre-existed the 
city and its founding and as such served as a central reminder that Rome was a 
mixture of ethnic cultures and peoples. The picture that emerges for the early 
Republic is one of an order focused entirely on cult and religious duties. The 
Vestals appear in our sources in this period only when they are suspected of 
polluting their chastity, the preservation of which was an integral part of their 
religious duties, or in one instance where they attempt to save their sacra from 
invaders. The priestesses who appear in the ancient accounts of this period 
neither act to defend themselves nor involve themselves in public events or 
political affairs. Instead they remain within their aedes, emerging only when 
their proper performance of their religious duties is in doubt or when extra-
ordinary danger to their rites makes it necessary. How much of this picture
is grounded in reality and how much of it is based on the inventions of our 
ancient Roman sources is and must remain unknown. What matters, though, 
is that it is without a doubt this picture of the Vestals in which the Romans of 
the late Republic and early Empire believed and against which they measured 
the doings and activities of contemporary Vestals.
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In the century following the end of the Second Punic War, we reach a historical 
period nearly contemporary with most of our sources. Ancient accounts of the 
Vestals and their activities in this period and later ones are therefore more 
likely to be securely rooted in actual historical events than those of the earlier 
periods of Rome’s existence. As such, they can be examined not only for what 
they reveal that the Romans themselves believed about this priesthood and its 
history, but also for what they reveal about the actual history of the Vestals and 
their cult, as well as these priestesses’ role in Rome’s own history.

The picture that emerges is somewhat of a contrast to that described in 
Chapter 6. While the Vestals of the late Republic and early Empire continued 
to take the religious roles that tradition assigned to them, they also began late 
in the second century bce to appear as active participants on the Roman 
historical stage, involving themselves in Rome’s politics, working to improve 
the status and influence of their order, and perhaps even trying to alter the 
requirement of chastity imposed upon their priesthood. This pattern of public 
political activity continued into the next century with certain modifications, 
and indeed remained in effect until the beginning of the First Triumvirate. 
Thereafter, the Vestals, like many other Romans, largely ceased to figure as 
active participants in ancient accounts of contemporary political events. They 
do not, however, disappear entirely from view and we are able from time to 
time to catch glimpses of them in our ancient sources. These glimpses provide 
us with a picture of a Vestal order that had a central role in imperial propaganda 
and at the same time seems to have acquired the added prestige and power that 
earlier members of the order had sought in the last century of the Republic, as 
well as perhaps even an unofficial relaxation of the priestesses’ commitment to 
thirty years’ chastity.

The Vestals’ first interference in Roman public affairs took place in 143 bce,
when the consul Appius Claudius Pulcher asked the senate for permission to 
celebrate a triumph for his victory over the Salassi and the senate refused his 
request because he had sustained serious losses during his campaign.1 Ignoring 
the senatorial ban, Pulcher decided to celebrate his triumph without official 
approval. When a tribune tried to halt the procession and physically remove 
Pulcher from his chariot, the Vestal Claudia, whom our ancient sources 
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variously describe as Pulcher’s sister or daughter, threw herself onto the chariot 
and effectively used her Vestal sanctitas to prevent the tribune from halting the 
procession. In this way, Pulcher was able to proceed with his triumph.

R. Bauman argues that Claudia, possessed of a certain ‘legal expertise’ and 
‘in the mainstream of contemporary thinking’, was deliberately challenging 
the expansion of tribunician power by her actions.2 In his view, Claudia was 
acting not only from family feeling as some ancient scholars stress, but also 
from a genuine political interest in limiting a tribune’s power.3 Bauman makes 
an important point in that he implicitly recognizes that the Vestals, just as 
other Roman women, might well have had an interest in public affairs above 
and beyond one based solely on family feeling. He fails to recognize, however, 
that while Claudia may have acted from a desire to enforce some limitation of 
tribunician power, it is also possible that she acted out of a wish to expand the 
power and prestige of her own order. Certainly, the fact that her actions had 
that effect more than they made any real impact on the use of tribunician power 
supports such a view.

As Bauman himself observes, one result of Claudia’s efforts was the exten-
sion of the Vestals’ sanctitas to something more closely resembling a tribune’s
sacrosanctitas.4 Traditionally, the Romans had always considered a Vestal sancta
but this sanctitas seems to have been an inactive sort of quality, something that 
became important only when it was in doubt (when a Vestal was accused of 
incestum for example). There is no real evidence that before Claudia’s action, 
Vestal sanctitas had ever had an active application (although arguably the cus-
tom of freeing any prisoner who met with a Vestal may have owed something 
to a belief in the Vestals’ sanctitas).5 Afterwards, however, a more active inter-
pretation of the Vestals’ sanctitas seems to have become generally accepted, 
with the Vestals more and more frequently taking the role of neutral suppli-
cants on behalf of one threatened Roman or another.6 That it was this effect 
rather than a desire to limit tribunician power that Claudia had in mind when 
she sprang upon her relative’s chariot cannot be proven. It is certainly as likely, 
however, if for no other reason than that her actions resulted in the transfor-
mation of Vestal sanctitas into a more formidable and effective power, while 
they seem to have had little or no effect on the limits of tribunician power.

Whatever Claudia’s reasons, a second effect of her action was the paving of 
the way for later Vestals’ more active participation in public affairs. Whether 
Claudia’s actions had been motivated by an active desire to improve the
Vestals’ power or not, the success of these actions undoubtedly suggested to 
later Vestals the possibility that they might more actively participate in public 
affairs and affect changes of their own. After Claudia, at any rate, we increasingly 
see Vestal Virgins acting, at first individually and later collectively, on behalf 
of themselves, their order or others in the public arena.

The second Vestal public appearance in this century occurred some twenty 
years later in 123 bce, when the Vestal Licinia dedicated an altar, aedicula
and pulvinar at the Aventine temple of the Bona Dea. Cicero writes of the 
episode:
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When Licinia, a Vestal Virgin born to the noblest family, and offered to 
the most sacred priesthood, at the time when T. Flaminius and Q. Metellus 
were consuls, dedicated an altar, an aediculam and a pulvinar under the 
Aventine, did not the praetor Sextus Iulius refer the matter to this college 
by the authority of the senate? Then the Pontifex Maximus P. Scaevola 
responded on behalf of the college: ‘What in a public place, Licinia, the 
daughter of Gaius, dedicated without the permission of the people I do not 
consider sacred’. Indeed, with what severity and diligence the senate 
treated this matter, you know easily from the senatus consultus itself.7

(Cic. Dom. 53.136)

Licinia’s dedication took place at a time of renewed political conflict between 
patricians and plebeians over the question of who should have control of 
religious power at Rome.8 Bauman argues that Licinia acted as she did because 
she wished to support the conservatives in their attempts to preserve the 
patricians’ control over the state religion.9 He finds it problematic, though, 
that Licinia’s dedication would have been in direct opposition to the plebeian 
politics of her probable father, Gaius Licinius Crassus, the tribune of 145 bce,
and thus in complete disregard for filial piety. If, however, one begins from the 
possibility that Licinia believed she had a higher loyalty to her new family,
the Vestal order, and that she chose the course she did in order to demonstrate 
her order’s independence from the will of the people, then this difficulty 
disappears.

This possibility has the advantage that under such an interpretation Licinia 
would have been following closely in the footsteps of Claudia, whom she 
almost assuredly had known. Both women’s actions can then be seen as 
attempts to demonstrate and increase the power of the Vestal order – a power 
that in their eyes did not need to have recourse to and stood above the power of 
the people. In supporting her father’s triumph and preventing a tribunician 
veto, Claudia had demonstrated that the Vestal’s sanctitas was above the control 
of the people’s major representatives, the tribunes of the plebs. In dedicating 
the altar, aedicula and pulvinar to Bona Dea, Licinia was attempting to demon-
strate that her actions as a Vestal, and thus implicitly her order’s power, were 
not subjected to the dictates of the people. That her attempt, unlike Claudia’s,
met with criticism on the part of the general populace and ultimately failed 
because of this critique should not lessen its significance – a Vestal’s actions 
twice in a relatively short time span seem deliberately intended to increase her 
order’s prestige.

The final incident in this century is recorded for 114 bce, when a lightning 
bolt struck the daughter of a knight, while she was riding on her horse, and 
stripped her naked.10 This event, which was obviously a prodigy, led to 
suspicion of the Vestals’ inchastity, a suspicion that was confirmed by a slave 
who revealed that three Vestals, Marcia, Aemilia and Licinia, had all taken 
lovers. Marcia was accused of having had only one lover, but Aemilia and 
Licinia were suspected of having taken many, including each other’s brothers, 
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and indeed of having participated in group sex. The Pontifical College tried all 
three women in the traditional manner but only Marcia was found guilty. The 
case did not end here, however, as this verdict angered the Roman populace, 
who believed that it threatened Rome’s safety. In 113 bce, a special court 
(quaestio) headed by L. Cassius Longinus was established to reconsider the 
matter. This court found both Aemilia and Licinia, whom the Pontifices had 
found innocent, along with a number of their supposed lovers, guilty. All 
involved were sentenced to death and the sentences carried out.

Bauman argues that the sexual acts of which the three Vestals were accused 
were in fact the deliberate acts of ‘a coterie of rebellious spirits meeting together 
for some adultery and some sharpening of their wits on the foibles of the world’
in much the same way that other similar groups chose to act under the
early Principate.11 Bauman goes on to note that the Vestals’ reasons for their 
actions are likely to have been rooted in a desire to free themselves from a 
requirement they found both old-fashioned and restrictive, and not, as F. 
Münzer argues, based on a desire to support their families’ populist attitudes 
towards religion.12

The atmosphere of contemporary Rome supports Bauman’s argument. As 
Roman society in general began to question and discard outmoded beliefs and 
traditions, so too women in particular also began to rebel against the rules
and customs that had always bound them. In such an atmosphere, the Vestals
are hardly likely to have remained unaffected. Among the most binding 
restrictions under which they laboured was the requirement of chastity. Girls 
who became Vestals were chosen at a very young age (between six and ten years) 
before they could be fully aware of what they were expected to give up. Nor did 
they have any say in the decision that they become Vestals. Some of them 
would no doubt have preferred marriage and the more usual women’s roles to a 
religious one, and may perhaps have regretted their loss. Religious belief 
would not necessarily have been a barrier to such actions either. Many old 
beliefs were losing or had lost their potency in this period, and the Vestals may 
well have felt that their enforced chastity was another one of these outmoded 
superstitions. If the Vestals were guilty as charged, they most probably acted as 
they did out of a desire to discard the traditional, archaic restraints of their 
order established in another, more credulous age.

Unfortunately for the Vestals, if their actions were deliberately intended to 
alter the conditions they lived under, they misjudged their moment. The 
general Roman populace could not accept such changes and acted swiftly to 
repel them. Public outcry at the Pontifices’ decision was so great that the 
charges against the two Vestals who had been found innocent were renewed in 
a different venue.13 This was a departure from traditional practice and sounds 
very much like a challenge to pontifical authority, particularly as it took place 
at a time when the plebeians were demanding and, increasingly, receiving 
more power in the religious arena, the last bastion of the patricians.14 The 
Pontifices’ acquittal of two Vestals and their condemnation of only one may 
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well have been seen by the plebeians as yet one more piece of evidence that the 
religious authorities were biased and that power ought to be removed from the 
hands of the limited few to the more neutral many, particularly if the Vestals’
actions raised a real religious fear among ordinary Romans.

The picture we receive then, of the Vestals in the second half of the second 
century bce, is of a group of women increasingly interested in taking a role in 
public affairs and in improving their own situation. The Vestals appear on 
three separate occasions in the ancient historical narrative of this period. In the 
first two instances, individual priestesses stepped forward in ways that were 
demonstrably meant to improve the public status of their order, while in the 
last instance fully half of the order seemingly joined together in rebelling 
against the most central constraint of their priesthood. Their activities met 
with disapproval on the part of ordinary Romans, but to some extent each of 
these actions succeeded in making a point, and in the end this disapproval was 
not so great as to discourage later priestesses from trying and finding more 
acceptable methods to influence Roman public affairs in the next century.

Vestals in the first century BCE

The Vestals’ active participation in public affairs continues and indeed becomes 
more frequent in the first century bce. This participation differs from that of 
the last century, however, in that the Vestals by and large cease to act as 
individuals bent solely on improving the status and power of their order but 
instead work together as a group wielding the religious power and prestige of 
this same order to influence their state’s politics. In doing so, they clearly 
demonstrate that they had found a recipe for success, for so long as they acted as 
a group within the traditional religious framework of their order, they were 
generally successful in their attempts to influence public events.

The Vestals first appear in the public arena in this era during the reign of 
Sulla in connection with that dictator’s attacks on Julius Caesar. Suetonius 
writes of the occasion:

[He married] Cornelia, daughter of the Cinna who was four times consul, 
with whom he soon had a daughter, Julia; nor was the dictator Sulla able to 
force him to repudiate his wife . . . He was therefore compelled to go into 
hiding, and though sick with a severe attack of the quatrain fever, to 
change hiding places every night, and save himself from informers by 
bribery, until, with the help of the Vestal virgins and Mamercus Aemilius 
and Aurelius Cotta, his friends and associates, he sought pardon. Everyone 
agrees that when Sulla, after he had refused the most friendly and powerful 
men of his party for a long time and they had obstinately fought for Caesar, 
was at last worn out, he declared, either divinely inspired or from some 
chance: that they had won and might have him.

(Suet. Jul. 1.2.6)
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Suetonius writes as if the Vestal order as a whole was involved in this matter 
rather than one or two individual priestesses, as had been the case earlier when 
Vestals involved themselves in public affairs.15 As such, this is the first time the 
entire Vestal order is documented as acting as a single unit in a political matter 
but it is far from the last. Instead of acting as individuals in support of a private 
cause, the priestesses now chose to act jointly and this joint action established 
their order as a powerful independent body capable of acting to further its own 
interests and beliefs and of influencing contemporary Roman politics.

That this new method was something that other Romans could accept seems 
likely in that, by Suetonius’ account, it was clearly the Vestals who had the 
main responsibility for rescuing Caesar.16 Suetonius writes that Sulla had 
refused the earlier requests of others seeking his clemency for Caesar, and that 
it was only this final appeal by the Vestals and their cohorts that swayed him. 
The wording of Suetonius’ account, which places the Vestals in the most 
emphatic position in the sentence, sets the Vestals’ influence in this matter 
ahead of that of Aemilius and Cotta. This presents us with an image of a Vestal 
order who had by acting as a group for the first time found a satisfactory means 
of influencing Roman public affairs.

That the Vestals were under all circumstances becoming more politically 
perceptive and sophisticated is shown by the events of 73 bce, when two 
Vestals were separately accused of incestum. The first, Fabia, was accused of 
having an affair with Catiline, the second, Licinia, with her cousin M. Licinius 
Crassus, the consul of 70 bce.17 Both women were acquitted – Fabia because of 
a spirited defence on the part of M. Piso, Cato or Q. Lutatius Catulus (our 
sources differ on this point); Licinia, because Crassus was able to prove he was 
interested only in buying a piece of her property.

The general circumstances that surround the levelling of these charges are 
very similar to those surrounding earlier accusations of incestum. Rome was 
again in the midst of a period of turmoil and fears for the city’s safety were 
great. The long ongoing struggle between patricians and plebeians had been 
further enflamed by the granting of citizen rights to all Italian communities. 
Pirate attacks on Roman shipping were frequent, thus decreasing the food 
supply at Rome. Most worrying of all, the former slave and gladiator, Spartacus, 
had gathered an army of some 70,000 former slaves and runaways, and was 
menacing Rome’s Italian allies and perhaps even the city itself.

As well though, these accusations seem also at least partially the result of 
contemporary Roman factional politics. The one Vestal, Fabia, was the half-
sister of Cicero’s wife, Terentia, and her accused lover was Catiline. In 73 bce,
Catiline had not yet begun on the rebellious actions that were to make him so 
famous but he was already a member of the political coterie of the Populares 
and a well-known figure at Rome, famed for his licentious lifestyle. Likewise, 
Licinia was a member of a family who were important members of the 
Populares, and her suspected lover was her cousin Crassus, the proconsular 
general against Spartacus and later member of the First Triumvirate. Since 
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both Fabia’s accuser, Clodius and Licinia’s accuser, Plotinus, were established 
members of the Optimates, it is not difficult to see party politics at work here 
in both instances.

Whatever, the reasons for these accusations though, the results of both were 
the same. The two Vestals in question were able to prove their innocence and 
the charges against them were dropped. Bauman argues that this vindication 
was due to the change in trial venue – no longer did the Pontifices decide an 
accused Vestal’s fate in some closed and arcane court; instead the Vestals 
defended their innocence with the help of advocates before a secular quaestio.18

The problem with this proposal, however, is that the last Vestals to be found 
guilty were tried by just such a public court after the Pontifices had found 
them innocent. Thus, it seems we must look further for the explanation of the 
Vestals’ acquittal.

Most probably, the Vestals’ acquittal was due to the priestesses’ increased 
sophistication, and to a change in attitude on the part of the general Roman 
public. The Vestals of the first century bce were clearly more independent and 
willing to act outside the confines of their order and its religious strictures than 
those of the preceding centuries. They were also apparently in at least some 
cases wealthy and sophisticated businesswomen who were able to call upon the 
services of the most distinguished lawyers in Rome for their defence. Certainly, 
Licinia’s possession of enough land to make a real estate transaction with her 
cousin an acceptable excuse for a private meeting and Fabia’s choice of lawyer 
point in this direction. Their acquittal clearly suggests that these Vestals were 
no longer the passive Vestals of earlier centuries but knowledgeable, effective 
women who knew where to look and how to manipulate the system to secure 
their own acquittal.

At the same time, the Roman public’s attitude toward these priestesses and 
the danger to the city brought on by a possible case of incestum must also have 
altered. Where some fifty years earlier the public had been unwilling to accept 
a verdict of innocence because of their fears for the future, contemporary 
Romans were clearly willing to accept such a verdict in this case, despite 
Rome’s evident danger. Whether this was due to a greater trust in the new 
open court under which the Vestals were tried or simply to a greater sophistica-
tion on the part of ordinary Romans and a distaste for the somewhat barbarian 
practices of their ancestors is unknown. The fact remains, however, that both 
the Vestals and the public they served had changed and in these two cases, the 
accused Vestals were found innocent.

The Vestal Virgins and Ciceronian politics

Three times at the height of Cicero’s ‘struggle of the orders’ (63–62 bce), the 
Vestal Virgins acted to influence events in favour of Cicero and his supporters. 
A single action of this sort might be put down to chance, but three separate 
episodes occurring one after the other in the course of only two years suggest 
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instead that the priestesses had again deliberately chosen to involve themselves 
as a group in public affairs, and that the priesthood as a whole was solidly in the 
camp of Cicero and his boni viri.

The first of the three episodes occurred in 63 bce, when the Vestal Virgin 
Licinia yielded her privileged seat at the games to her cousin, Licinius Murena.19

At the time, Murena was standing for the consulship of the follow-ing year, 
backed by Cicero and his faction. Licinia’s action in effect bestowed divine 
sanction on her cousin and suggested to the large audience at the games that his 
election would find favour with the gods.

The second episode occurred in 63 bce, when the Roman matrons gathered 
at the house of the consul, Cicero, for the celebration of the yearly rites of Bona
Dea.20 As part of this ritual, a fire that had been lit upon the altar was allowed 
to die down and extinguish itself. Suddenly, however, it blazed up again. The 
Vestals, who were present at the celebration of the rites, immediately 
commanded Cicero’s wife, Terentia, to go to her husband and tell him to carry 
out the decision he had made on behalf of Rome, for the goddess had sent a 
great light for his protection and glory.

One of the Vestals present at these rites was undoubtedly Fabia, the half-
sister of Cicero’s wife Terentia. This close family connection makes it likely 
that the omen was perhaps not the simple chance occurrence that Plutarch 
assumes but instead was deliberately planned by the Vestals with or without 
Terentia’s knowledge.21 The timing and setting of the omen both strengthen 
this possibility, being well calculated to ensure that knowledge of the omen’s
occurrence spread to all of Rome as every Roman matrona was present. These 
women, the wives of all the respectable voting men at Rome, assuredly could 
have been expected to repeat the story of such a miraculous event and its 
interpretation as soon as they arrived home from the rites.

Already, in the following year, 62 bce, the Vestals again took an active part 
in public affairs, once more acting collectively in the interests of Cicero and his 
party. As a number of ancient authors recount, Clodius was accused of disguis-
ing himself as a woman and entering the house of the praetor urbanus, Julius 
Caesar, during the rites of the Bona Dea, although the presence of anything 
male at that time was absolutely forbidden.22 Caesar’s mother, Aurelia, was 
said to have discovered Clodius and reported the affair to the senate, which in 
turn delegated responsibility for rendering judgement on the nature of Clodius’
crime to the Pontifical College and Vestal order. Together the two priesthoods 
decided that Clodius’ act was nefas and that a special court (quaestio) should
be convened to investigate the matter. Although this court subsequently 
acquitted Clodius, it is clear from the ancient accounts that this was almost 
certainly due to wide-scale bribing of the jury and that the Vestals and 
Pontifices had expected Clodius to be found guilty, as his opponents, Cicero 
among them, clearly would have wished.

Unlike their involvement in the earlier two episodes of this period, the 
Vestals’ original involvement here was due not to a deliberate choice on their 
part but rather to a decision made by the senate.23 This decision was no doubt 
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based on religious tradition: the possible sacrilege occurred at a rite celebrated 
under the aegis of the Vestals and they were therefore automatically responsible 
for any decisions regarding its expiation.24 Once the Vestals became involved 
in this matter, however, they seem to have used this new opportunity to make 
their political preferences known. There may well have been real religious 
feeling attached to the Vestals’ decision to punish the offender of their rites but 
at the same time there can be little doubt that their political beliefs and 
concerns played some role in their decision-making. Not surprisingly, the 
Vestals once again came down on the side of order and Republican tradition 
and against the Populares, finding Clodius guilty of sacrilege. Such a finding 
was clearly what Cicero would have preferred and indeed what he expected.25

Thus, for a third time in two years, we have the Vestals actively involved in 
influencing public affairs in favour of Cicero and his boni viri.

These three episodes, then, give us an opportunity both to see how the 
Vestals could and did use their religious position to influence public opinion in 
this period and also to understand the beliefs and attitudes that motivated 
them to this action. While the Vestals may have become involved in each 
instance in part because of family obligations and ties, they also seem to have 
acted because of a genuine belief in Cicero’s concordia ordium and because of an 
active interest in furthering it. These episodes also suggest that as long as the 
Vestals acted collectively and within the parameters of their religious position 
they could use the authority this position gave them to influence public opin-
ion without meeting criticism from the Roman public. The one time in this 
period that a Vestal’s use of her religious position in an attempt to influence 
politics meets with some disapproval is when a single Vestal, Licinia, acting 
alone, employed one of her traditional privileges in a new way. Similar mani-
pulation, when carried out by the whole order within a traditional religious 
framework, seems to have been generally accepted by the Romans of the late 
Republic.

The Vestals under the First and Second Triumvirates

In 60 bce, Caesar, Crassus and Pompey reached an agreement that resulted in 
the formation of what modern scholars call the First Triumvirate, effectively 
limiting the Roman senate’s power to make political decisions without refer-
ence to the wishes of the three Triumviri and ultimately leading to the civil war 
of 49 bce. Not only was the senate’s power curtailed, but also many other 
Romans faded from the active political scene and ceased to play an influential 
role in public affairs. Among these were the Vestals, who generally disappear 
from view as active manipulators of public affairs during the Triumviral 
period.

The last century’s Vestal interest in improving the conditions and status of 
their order together with their desire to influence Roman politics disappears 
entirely. Instead, they take a more passive role and appear in our historical 
sources only when some important document is either placed in or released 
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from their keeping. This role, however, is a not unimportant one and the 
readiness with which both sides of a conflict seem willing to commit their 
documents to the Vestals and to accept those released by them demonstrates 
that the high regard in which these priestesses were held in earlier periods 
clearly remained in force during this period.

Ancient sources record three separate incidents of this sort in the course of 
the Triumviral period. The first document of which we hear is Julius Caesar’s
will, released by the Vestals after his death at the request of Lucius Piso, 
Antonius’ father-in-law.26 The second document entrusted to the Vestals was a 
public one, the treaty agreed upon by the Second Triumvirate and Sextus 
Pompeius at Misenum in 39 bce.27 Antonius’ will was also, according to some 
ancient sources, taken from the Vestals by Octavian and read aloud in the 
senate after Antonius’ final departure to the east.28

In all three of these incidents, our ancient sources imply that the Vestals’
possession of the documents was ample evidence of these documents’ legiti-
macy. This means that whatever the realities of the situation, and at least in the 
case of Antonius’ will, we can suspect the Vestals of manipulating Roman pub-
lic opinion by its timely release,29 the Vestals’ possession of a document was 
enough to guarantee that document’s authenticity to the ordinary Roman. 
Such a view underscores the Romans’ widespread acceptance of the Vestals’
neutrality in internecine struggles and simultaneously emphasizes the contin-
uing importance of this Vestal role.

The Vestals’ historical role as guardians of so many important documents 
and the seeming widespread recognition of their impartiality is likely to have 
its foundation in two aspects of the priestesses’ religious roles and status. As we 
have seen in connection with our study of the Vestals’ religious roles, the 
Vestals were carefully removed from every formal tie to a particular Roman 
family, and it is this traditional removal that probably lies behind the general 
acceptance of these priestesses’ neutrality. Likewise, one feature of their stan-
dard religious cult practices was the protection and care of Rome’s figurative 
penus. This religious duty is no doubt at the root of the priestesses’ care and 
protection of important documents. Whether this role was a traditional one for 
the priestesses or one that was given to their order at this late date is unknown, 
though it seems likely that such a procedure was of longer standing but first 
became important on the political stage under the struggles leading up to the 
establishment of a single man’s rule of Rome.

The Vestals and the Julio-Claudians

Already upon Augustus’ return to Rome after the Battle of Actium, the Vestals 
made their first appearance in connection with the new emperor, leading the 
procession sent out of the city to meet him. Such a role in itself was not a major 
innovation; in earlier generations, the Vestals had taken part in many pro-
cessions, including various triumphs.30 Yet at the same time, this procession 
was of a new sort, designed to demonstrate a united Rome’s welcome of its new 
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leader and to bring home the point that Rome’s civil wars were over and peace 
restored. The Vestals’ presence at the head of this procession was without 
doubt meant as a symbol of the reunited and restored Rome to which Augustus 
was returning and emphasizes the importance that the Romans attached to 
these priestesses and their cult as a symbol of Rome itself.

Clearly, Augustus and his successors saw the advantages of using this sym-
bolism as a tool to bind themselves and their family more closely together with 
Rome itself in the minds of their ordinary subjects. While the Vestals largely 
disappeared from view as active participants on the public stage in this period, 
they and their cult played a major role in the propaganda of Augustus and his 
immediate predecessors. Under the Julio-Claudian emperors, the Vestals 
received a number of new religious responsibilities directly associated with the 
imperial family and its cult while more traditional aspects of their cult were 
joined directly to the imperial family and its residence. All of these changes 
seem designed to emphasize how inseparable the fate of the imperial family was 
from Rome’s.

According to Augustus’ res gestae, in 13 bce the senate ordered the building 
of an ara pacis and commanded that the ‘magistrates, priests and Vestal virgins 
make a yearly sacrifice’ there (R.G. 11).31 This command gave the Vestals a new 
duty and was the first signal that a new task had been added to their traditional 
concern with Rome’s safety, the care and protection of the emperor and his 
family on a religious level. Augustus’ safety was henceforth to be synonymous 
with and inseparable from Rome’s, and the inclusion of the Vestals in the task 
of preserving this safety was a sure means of demonstrating this fact.

Augustus’ actions in 12 bce reinforced this association. Shortly after the 
death of Lepidus at the end of the previous year, Augustus had been elected 
Pontifex Maximus. Traditionally, the Pontifex Maximus had always lived in 
the regia, a public, official building located next to the Vestals’ house and aedes,
and closely connected with it. Augustus, however, was unwilling to move from 
his own house on the Palatine. At the same time, presumably recognizing the 
necessity of seeming to conform to long established tradition, he made over 
part of his house to the state and ‘dedicated an image and [shrine] of Vesta’
there.32 This dedication effectively joined the official hearth of the Roman 
state, with all its associations with Rome’s continued success, to that of 
Augustus. ‘The emperor (and the emperor’s house) could now be claimed to 
stand for the state’, as Beard, North and Price write.33

At the same time as he drew the Vestal order and its cult more closely into 
the sphere of the imperial family, Augustus also clearly went out of his way to 
increase the order’s prestige and importance. When one Vestal died and 
another had to be chosen in her place, Augustus, rebuking the senators for not 
offering their own daughters, declared that if he had had a granddaughter of a 
suitable age, he would have put her forward immediately. He also gave the 
Vestals special seats at the gladiatorial games and ensured that they too 
received the same rights that other women gained under the ius trium liberorum
passed in 18 bce.34 As well, according to Dio, the Vestals were awarded the 
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privilege of accompaniment by a single lictor, ostensibly after one was insulted 
on the way home from a party (D.C. 47.19.4).35 Augustus also continued the 
practice of earlier important men and entrusted his own will to the Vestals.36

Finally, the repeated emphasis that contemporary writers place on the close 
relationship between Augustus and Vesta strengthen the impression that the 
enhancement of this close relationship was a deliberate policy on the part
of Augustus and his supporters. Ovid for example goes so far as to describe 
Augustus as a relative of Vesta,37 while Virgil and others highlight the impor-
tance of Vesta to Augustus and his ancestors.38

Tiberius, Caligula and Claudius continued the process begun by Augustus 
and bound the Vestals and the imperial family ever more closely together. In 
particular, the first two emperors intensified and strengthened the associations 
between the Vestals and the women of the imperial family, while Claudius, in 
keeping with his general practices, returned to a more traditional method of 
reinforcing the relationship between the imperial house and the Vestals.

Both Tiberius and Caligula granted Vestal privileges to close female rela-
tives, Tiberius providing Augusta with a seat among the priestesses at the 
games,39 while in 37 ce Caligula granted his grandmother, Antonia, as well as 
his three sisters Vestal privileges.40 In choosing to make use of the Vestals’
privileges in this way, the two emperors were no doubt partially motivated by 
the fact that the Vestals were the one group of Roman women who already had 
a public status, familiar and thus presumably acceptable to ordinary Romans. 
At the same time, however, Tiberius’ placement of Augusta in the Vestal box 
implies that, like Augustus, he too was interested in binding the Vestal cult 
and the imperial family more closely together, an interest which is also demon-
strated by his gift of a million sesterces as a consolation to a rejected Vestal 
candidate.41 Caligula’s gift of Vestal privileges to his grandmother and three 
sisters goes even further in that he provided all the women of his immediate 
family with the same status as the Vestals, not just the wife of the emperor 
himself. Finally, while Claudius did not draw any immediate connections 
between the living women of the imperial family and the Vestals, his choice of 
the Vestals as the appropriate religious officials to take responsibility for the 
cult of Augusta nevertheless demonstrates his intentions of continuing his 
predecessors’ ever closer association of the Vestals and the imperial family.42 In 
choosing these priestesses for this role rather than appointing a new priesthood 
as had been done in connection with the cult of Divus Augustus, Claudius was 
following the pattern established by Augustus, and continued by Tiberius and 
Caligula, of repeatedly reinforcing the close connections between the Vestal 
cult and the imperial family.

The last of the Julio-Claudians, Nero, also showed an interest in the Vestals 
and their cult, increasing the privileges of the Vestal order by inviting them
to the athletic contests because, so Suetonius says, ‘it was permitted for the 
priestesses of Ceres to watch at Olympia’ (Suet. Ner. 12.4). In his case, however, 
it seems likely that he granted this privilege to the Vestals not because he 
wished to increase their status or the close connections between his family and 
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their order, but because he was intent on heightening the importance of the 
Greek goddess Ceres (Demeter) and her priestesses.

It is clear from our ancient sources that Ceres and her cult were of some 
importance to Nero, particularly after a coup attempt made in connection with 
the goddesses’ games failed.43 After this abortive overthrow, Nero established 
additional horse races in the goddess’ honour and changed the name of the 
month in which her games were held to his own name.44 Whether he invited 
the Vestals to the contests at the same point is unknown, but it is unlikely that 
the invitation was issued before this date as Nero showed little interest in the 
cult of Ceres before the attempt on his life. His extension of this invitation to 
the Vestals in any case seems likely to be based on thinking similar to that 
which lay behind his predecessors’ attribution of Vestal honours to their family 
members; a closer connection between the Vestals and any other body or indi-
vidual was enough to add substantially to the prestige of that body or 
individual, in this case Ceres.

In each of these instances, the emperor in question made use of the Vestals 
and their privileges in order to strengthen the prestige of a person or group 
close to him. Tiberius used the Vestals to increase the status of his mother, 
Caligula his grandmother and sisters, Claudius his deified grandmother and 
Nero the goddess Ceres, his rescuer. Their use of the Vestal order in every 
instance reinforces a fact implicitly recognized already by Augustus. The 
Vestals and their cult were at the very centre of what it was to be Roman. As 
long as they were included in and accepted any new innovations, then these 
innovations could be expected to prove palatable to ordinary Romans, for the 
Vestals’ presence and acceptance of these innovations meant that Rome itself 
was present and accepted them. Even during the early Empire, the Vestals 
continued to symbolize Rome itself in a very real way.

While the Vestal order and the enhancement or use of its traditional privi-
leges figure most frequently in ancient accounts of the early Empire, we do 
occasionally hear of individual Vestals in this period. Under Tiberius, two 
senators offered their daughters when a new Vestal was needed, and the girl 
who was not chosen was consoled with a gift of a million sesterces.45 At roughly 
the same time, the Vestal Urgulania, no doubt demonstrating her power and 
that of her order – as Tacitus himself observes ‘[her] power was too great for
the state’ (Tac. Ann. 2.34) – refused to appear as a witness in open court and 
demanded that a Praetor come to her home to hear her evidence. He did so. 
Under Claudius, the Vestals once again emerge as actors on the political scene 
pleading (though unsuccessfully) for Messilina.46 Finally, Tacitus tells us that 
during the reign of Nero, the Vestal Laelia died and was replaced by Cornelia 
Cossa,47 while Suetonius notes that the emperor Nero included among his 
other crimes the rape of the Vestal Rubria.48

While not all of these Vestals take an active role in events, their various 
appearances further reinforce the image of the great respect with which the 
Vestals were viewed under the early Empire. As well, both Urgulania’s exhibi-
tion of her power and the Vestals’ pleading on behalf of Messilina demonstrate 
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that at least some imperial Vestals continued to believe that their order could 
and should play a role in public affairs.

The Vestals in the year of the four emperors and after

The Vestals appear only twice in ancient historical accounts of the period 
between the death of Nero and the death of Vespasian. In the first instance, 
they briefly resume their role as suppliants interceding unsuccessfully for the 
life of Vitellius with Vespasian’s general, Antonius.49 In the second instance, 
they appear helping to dedicate the Capitol after its rebuilding.50 Both 
appearances are very much in keeping with earlier, pre-imperial Vestal roles. 
This suggests that whatever expanded role they had had in the imperial propa-
ganda of the Julio-Claudian period, this role disappeared under Vespasian and 
Titus, with the Vestals once again returning to their traditional duties and 
roles and once again being largely active only within their traditional religious 
framework.

Domitian

The accounts of the Vestals under Domitian, however, shatter this picture, 
suggesting as they do that while the Vestals may have seemed to return to their 
traditional religious duties and place under Vespasian and Titus, they had in 
fact broken with the most binding rule of their order and generally ignored the 
requirement of chastity.

Suetonius writes that under Domitian, three Vestals, Varronilla and the 
sisters Oculatae, were tried and found guilty of incestum but were allowed by 
the emperor to choose their own means of death.51 He further observes that ‘the
incestum of the Vestal Virgins, overlooked also by his father and brother, 
[Domitian] punished variously and severely’ (Suet. Dom. 8.3), and adds that a 
fourth Vestal, the virgo maxima Cornelia, who had originally been acquitted, 
presumably at the same time as the other three Vestals were punished, was 
found guilty and buried alive at a later date.52 The same Cornelia’s punishment 
is recorded in detail by Pliny the Younger in a letter to Cornelius Minucianus:

For when he desired to bury alive Cornelia the Senior Vestal, as he judged 
that by examples of this sort he might adorn his age, by his right as 
Pontifex Maximus, or more likely by the immense licence of a tyrant, he 
called the other Pontifices not to the Regia but to his Alban villa. . . . He 
condemned her for incest absent and, unheard. . . . The Pontifices were 
immediately dispatched to see to her death and burial. She raising her 
hands now to Vesta, now to the other gods, cried out many things, but this 
especially: ‘Caesar thinks that I am impure, I who have performed so many 
rites, by which he conquered and triumphed!’. . . She repeated this until 
she was led away to punishment, whether she was innocent or not, I do not 
know, but she certainly acted innocent. For even when she was sent down 
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into the underground chamber, and her stola caught as she descended, she 
turned and collected herself, and when the executioner would have given 
her a hand, she refused.

(Plin, Ep. 4.11)53

From the ancient accounts of these two episodes, it sounds as if at least the first 
three Vestals were in fact guilty as charged and that in fact the Vestal order as
a whole had long since given up worrying about the preservation of their 
chastity. Suetonius states explicitly that Vespasian and Titus had looked the 
other way in this matter. Even Pliny, somewhat coyly, remarks that he himself 
cannot comment on Cornelia’s real or supposed innocence. Reading between 
the lines, it sounds as if the letter writer would like to be able to claim that her 
burial alive was yet another unjustified act on the part of Domitian, but 
recognizes that there may well have been some truth to the accusations.

If our sources are correct in their observations, then this gives a new tint to 
the Vestals’ activities under the Flavians. On the surface, these priestesses may 
well have returned to their traditional religious roles and concerns, appearing 
only infrequently in the ancient historical accounts of this period. Behind the 
scenes, however, the Vestals had perhaps discarded the most limiting strictures 
of their order and were living a life similar to other upper-class women of their 
time. That they did so and were allowed to do so by the Roman authorities 
suggests that both they and these authorities, if not the Roman public as a 
whole, viewed this most central restriction and duty of the Vestal order as an 
anachronism that had little to do with the realities of contemporary Rome and 
its affairs.

Conclusion

An examination of the Vestals’ historical appearances reveals that the Vestals’
attitudes to their cult and to their own role in Roman society were no more 
static than the attitudes and roles of other Romans. Just as ordinary Romans’
thinking altered as they and their society were exposed to new and different 
cultures over time, the Vestals’ did also. Early Vestals appear only infrequently 
and then in their traditional religious roles. By the end of the second century 
bce, however, the priestesses had begun acting publicly, trying to improve
the status and power of their order. By the middle of the first century bce, the 
Vestals had expanded their interests to public affairs, increasingly frequently 
acting on behalf of one Roman or another and using their position to try to 
influence the outcome of contemporary events. During the early Empire, the 
priestesses again largely disappeared from view as active participants on the 
Roman public stage, but their cult plays a major role in the propaganda of
the earlier Julio-Claudians functioning as a symbol of the Roman state in its 
joining with the imperial family. Once this role is firmly established, the cult 
also largely disappears from view and we hear of the Vestals only when their 
long established roles require them to appear as part of historical events.
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As well, while the question of a Vestal’s actual innocence or guilt in cases of 
incestum can rarely be determined from the information found in our ancient 
sources, it is evident that the Vestals’ attitudes towards the chastity enforced 
upon them by their priesthood varied greatly, and that this variety depended as 
much on the tenor of their times as it did on any other factor. At least once 
during the late Republic (Aemilia, Marcia and Licinia), we have evidence that 
some concerted effort was made on the part of the Vestals to break with this 
most constricting rule of their order. Likewise, under the later Julio-Claudians 
and early Flavians, the Vestals seem to have flouted this rule openly without 
any retribution on the part of the authorities.
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Conclusion

The central concern of this work has been the Vestal Virgins of the late 
Republic and early Empire (from roughly 100 bce to 200 ce), their cult and 
history as described to us by our ancient literary sources. As such, this work 
spans a broad variety of topics, which can be difficult to bind into a single 
whole. Nevertheless, certain thematic points do emerge.

First, I have argued that the Vestals were at the same time members of the 
Roman virgines and non-members of Rome’s family structure and that this
was done to ensure that the Vestals could represent Rome as a whole on the 
religious level, without any risk of pollution from a family cult. The only 
person in Rome who had the potential to be removed from a family’s potestas,
and thus from that family’s cult without immediately coming under another’s
or receiving potestas, was a virgin at the moment of transition from one family 
to another. Men either were under the potestas of their fathers or had themselves 
potestas. Daughters were under the potestas of their fathers or a senior male 
relative, wives under that of their husband or a senior male relative. Only at the 
time of their marriage were women momentarily in a liminal state, transferred 
out of their birth family’s cult but not yet transferred into their marital family’s
cult. By preserving the Vestals at this moment of transition, the restrictions 
with which they were surrounded ensured that these priestesses could represent 
all Rome.

This theory satisfactorily explains many aspects of the Vestal order that have 
puzzled modern scholars. The choice of women rather than men to represent 
Rome as a whole, these women’s extended virginity, the care that was paid to a 
girl’s family background before she was selected as a priestess, all of these 
features of the Vestal cult devolved from the necessity of ensuring the Vestals’
special status. Likewise, the many anomalous aspects of the Vestals’ legal and 
financial position arose from the same need, while their dress and hairstyle 
served as visible markers of these priestesses’ special liminal status.

Second, the rituals that the Vestals performed on behalf of the Roman state 
were neither fertility rites nor reflections of traditional female activities as has 
so often been postulated. Instead they were rites concerned with purification, 
storage and the preparation of harvested grain for food use, or sometimes a 
combination of all three areas at once. Most frequently, we see the Vestals using 
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water and fire in one rite to prepare a purificatory substance for use in another 
later rite, but we also see them performing rituals to purify their own religious 
precincts and Rome’s citizens, storing religious substances and other items 
(the various wills mentioned in our historical accounts for example) and drying 
and baking grain and salt for religious uses.

Third, while many of the ritual aspects of the Vestals’ cult seem to have been 
static, changing little, if at all, over time, the Vestals’ own attitude to their cult 
and the world around them was anything but static. Instead, just as ordinary 
Romans’ attitudes changed as they and their society were exposed to new and 
different cultures through the expansion of their empire, the Vestals’ ideas
and attitudes also changed. The Romans of our historical period seem to have 
believed that the Vestals of the earlier periods stayed very much within the 
confines of their religious role, performing the rituals required of them and 
appearing only infrequently on the public stage. By the time of the late 
Republic, however, this pattern has begun to change, until by the middle of 
the first century bce, we see the Vestals appearing more and more frequently 
on behalf of one Roman or another and using their position to try to influence 
Roman public affairs. Under the early Empire, this pattern continues, with the 
Vestals often functioning as emissaries for one imperial supplicant or another.

At the same time that the Vestals increasingly become more active on the 
public stage, they also become more independent in their own affairs, both 
personal and cultic, until by the end of the Republic we find Vestals effectively 
defending themselves against charges of incestum and making their own deci-
sions on other matters. By the middle of the first century ce, we even have 
evidence that the Vestals were ignoring one of the major restrictions of their 
cult – the requirement that they remain virgins.
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Original texts of translated passages

Asconius In Miloniam 43

virgines pro populo Romano sacra fecerant

Asconius In Miloniam 46

totumque collegium pontificum male iudicasse de incesto virginum Vestalium, 
quod unam modo Aemiliam damnaverat, absolverat autem duas Marciam et 
Liciniam, populus hunc Cassium creavit qui de eisdem virginibus quaereret. 
Isque et ultrasque eas et praeterea complures alias nimia etiam, ut existimatio 
est, asperitate usus damnavit.

Asconius 70t.

L. Cassius fuit, sicut iam saepe diximus, summae vir severitatis. Is quotiens 
quaesitor iudicii alicuius esset in quo quaerebatur de homine occiso suadebat 
atque etiam praeibat iudicibus hoc quod Cicero nunc admonet, ut quaereretur 
cui bono fuisset perire eum de cuius morte quaeritur. Ob quam severitatem, 
quo tempore Sex. Peducaeus tribunus plebis criminatus est L. Metellum 
pontificem max. totumque collegium pontificum male iudicasse de incesto 
virginum Vestalium, quod unam modo Aemiliam damnaverat, absolverat 
autem duas Marciam et Liciniam, populus hunc Cassium creavit qui de eisdem 
virginibus quaereret. Isque et ultrasque eas et praeterea complures alias nimia 
etiam, ut existimatio est, asperitate usus damnavit.

Augustine Civitas Dei 10.16

quod virgo Vestalis, de cuius corruptione quaestio vertebatur, aqua impleto 
cribro de Tiberi neque perfluente abstulit controversiam, haec ergo atque 
huius modi nequaquam illis, quae in populo Dei facta legimus, virtute ac 
magnitudine conferenda sunt . . .

Cicero Ad Atticum 1.13.3

idque sacrificium cum virgines instaurassent.
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Cicero Brutus [160]

defendit postea Liciniam virginem, cum annos xxvii natus esset. in ea ipsa 
causa fuit eloquentissimus orationisque eius scriptas quasdam partes reliquit. 
voluit adulescens in colonia Narbonensi causae popularis aliquid adtingere 
eamque coloniam, ut fecit, ipse deducere; exstat in eam legem senior, ut ita 
dicam, quam aetas illa ferebat oratio. multae deinde causae; sed ita tacitus 
tribunatus ut, nisi in eo magistratu cenavisset apud praeconem Granium idque 
nobis bis narravisset Lucilius, tribunum plebis nesciremus fuisse.

Cicero Brutus 236

deinde ex virginum iudicio magnam laudem est adeptus et ex eo tempore quasi 
revocatus in cursum tenuit locum tam diu, quam ferre potuit laborem; postea 
quantum detraxit ex studio tantum amisit ex gloria …

Cicero De Domo 53.136

Cum Licinia, virgo Vestalis summo loco nata, sanctissimo sacerdotio praedita, 
T. Flaminio Q. Metello consulibus aram et aediculam et pulvinar sub Saxo 
dedicasset, nonne eam rem ex auctoritate senatus ad hoc conlegium Sex. Iulius 
praetor rettulit? cum P. Scaevola pontifex maximus pro conlegio respondit, 
QUOD IN LOCO PUBLICO LICINIA, GAI FILIA, INIUSSU POPULI 
DEDICASSET SACRUM NON VIDERIER. Quam quidem rem quanta 
tractaverit severitate quantaque diligentia senatus, ex ipso senatus consulto 
facile cognoscetis. 

Cumque Vesta quasi focum urbis, ut Graeco nomine est appellata, quod nos 
prope idem Graecum, non interpretatum nomen tenemus, conplexa sit, ei 
colendae uirgines praesint, ut advigiletur facilius ad custodiam ignis et sentiant 
mulieres in illis naturam feminarum omnem castitatem pati.

Cicero de haruspicum responso 13.3

Nego umquam post sacra constituta, quorum eadem est antiquitas quae ipsius 
urbis, ulla de re, ne de capite quidem virginum Vestalium, tam frequens 
conlegium iudicasse.

Cicero de haruspicum responso 17.37

quod quidem sacrificium nemo ante P. Clodium omni memoria violavit, nemo 
umquam adiit, nemo neglexit, nemo vir aspicere non horruit, quod fit per 
virgines Vestalis, fit pro populo Romano, fit in ea domo quae est in imperio, fit 
incredibili caerimonia, fit ei deae cuius ne nomen quidem viros scire fas est, 
quam iste idcirco Bonam dicit quod in tanto sibi scelere ignoverit.
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Cicero De Legibus 2.20

Virginesque Vestales in urbe custodiunto ignem foci publici sempitemum . . .

Cicero De Legibus 2.29

Quomque Vesta quasi focum urbis, ut Graeco nomine est appellata – quod nos 
prope idem <ac> Graecum, <non> interpretatum nomen tenemus –, conplexa 
sit, ei colendae <VI> virgines praesint, ut advigiletur facilius ad custodiam 
ignis, et sentiant mulieres <in> naturam feminarum omnem castitatem pati.

Cicero De Re Publica 2.26

Pompilius et auspiciis maioribus inventis ad pristinum numerum duo augures 
addidit, et sacris e principum numero pontifices quinque praefecit, et animos 
propositis legibus his quas in monumentis habemus ardentis consuetudine et 
cupiditate bellandi religionum caerimoniis mitigavit, adiunxitque praeterea 
flamines Salios virginesque Vestales, omnisque partis religionis statuit 
sanctissime.

Cicero De Re Publica 3.10.17

[voconia lex] quidem ipsa lex utilitatis virorum gratia rogata in mulieres plena 
est iniuriae. Cur enim pecuniam non habeat mulier? Cur virgini Vestali sit 
heres, non sit matri suae?

Cicero Philippics 11.24

… ut illud signum, quod de caelo delapsum Vestae custodiis continetur; quo 
salvo salvi sumus futuri. 

Cicero Pro Caelio 34

virgo illa Vestalis Claudia quae patrem complexa triumphantem ab inimico 
tribuno plebei de curru detrahi passa non est?

Cicero Pro Murena 73

si virgo Vestalis, huius propinqua et necessaria, locum suum gladiatorium 
concessit huic, non et illa pie fecit et hic a culpa est remotus. Omnia haec sunt 
officia necessarium, commoda tenuiorum . . .

Cicero Pro Scauro 48.4

Metelli, pontificis maximi, qui, cum templum illud arderet, in medios se 
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iniecit ignis et eripuit flamma Palladium illud quod quasi pignus nostrae 
salutis atque imperi custodiis Vestae continetur. qui utinam posset parumper 
exsistere! eriperet ex hac flamma stirpem profecto suam, qui eripuisset ex illo 
incendio di . . .

Dio Cassius 37.45

kajn touvtw/ oJ Kai'sar, tou' Klwdivou tou' Pouplivou th;n gunai'ka aujtou' e[n te 
th' oijkiva/ kai; para; th;n poivhsin tw'n iJerw'n, a{per aiJ ajeiparqevnoi parav te 
toi'" uJpavtoi" kai; para; toi'" strathgoi'" a[gnwsta ejk tw'n patrivwn ej" pa'n 
to; a[rren ejpetevloun, aijscuvnanto", ejkeivnw/ me;n oujde;n ejnekavlesen (kai; ga;r 
eu\ hjpivstato o{ti oujc aJlwvsetai dia; th;n eJtaireivan), th;n de; dh; gunai'ka 
ajpepevmyato, eijpw;n a[llw" me;n mh; pisteuvein tw/' legomevnw/, mh; mevntoi kai; 
sunoikh'sai e[tΔ aujth/' duvnasqai, diovti kai; uJpwpteuvqh ajrch;n memoiceu'sqai: 
th;n ga;r swvfrona crh'nai mh; movnon mhde;n aJmartavnein, ajlla; mhdΔ ej" 
uJpoyivan aijscra;n ajfiknei'sqai.

Dio Cassius 47.19

tai`ß de; ajeiparqevnoiß Jrabdouvcw/ eJni; eJkavsth/ crh̀sqai, o{ti tiß aujtw`n ajpo; 
deivpnou pro;ß eJspevran oi[kade ejpaniou`sa hjhnohvqh te kai; uJbrivsqh.

Dio Cassius 48.12

kai; tau'tav te ej" devltou" gravyante" kai; katashmhnavmenoi tai'" 
ajeiparqevnoi" fulavttein e[dosan.

Dio Cassius 60.5

thvn te thvqhn th;n Liouivan ouj movnon i{ppwn ajgw`sin ejtivmhsen ajlla; kai; 
ajphqanavtisen, a[galmav tev ti aujth`ß ejn tw`/ Aujgousteivw/ iJdruvsaß kai; ta;ß 
qusivaß tai`ß ajeiparqevnoiß iJeropoiei`n prostavxaß.

Dionysius Halicarnassus 1.38.3

tou'to de; kai; mevcriß ejmou' e[ti dietevloun JRwmai'oi drw'nteß oJsevth mikro;n 
u{steron th'ß ejarinh'ß ijshmerivaß ejn mhni; Mai?w/ tai'ß kaloumevnaiß eijdoi'ß, 
dicomhvnida boulovmenoi tauvthn ei\nai th;n hJmevran, ejn h|/ proquvsanteß iJera; 
ta; kata;; tou;ß novmouß oiJ kalouvmenoi pontivfikeß, iJerevwn oiJ diafanevstatoi, 
kai; su;n aujtoi'ß aiJ to; ajqavnaton pu'r diafulavttousai parqevnoi strathgoiv te 
kai; tw'n a[llwn politw'n ou}ß parei'nai tai'ß iJerourgivaiß qevmiß ei[dwla morfai'ß 
ajnqrwvpwn eijkasmevna, triavkonta tovn ajriqmovn, ajpo; th'ß iJera'ß gefuvraß 
bavllousin eijß to; rJeu'ma tou' Tebevrioß, jArgeivouß aujta; kalou'nteß.
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Dionysius Halicarnassus 2.66–69

Novma" de; th;n ajrch;n paralabw;n ta;" me;n ijdiva" oujk ejkivnhse tw'n fratriw'n 
eJstiva", koinh;n de; katesthvsato pavntwn mivan ejn tw/' metaxu; tou' te 
Kapitwlivou kai; tou' Palativou cwrivw/, sumpepolismevnwn h[dh tw'n lovfwn eJni; 
peribovlw/ kai; mevsh" ajmfoi'n ou[sh" th'" ajgora'", ejn h/| kateskeuvastai to; 
iJerovn, thvn te fulakh;n tw'n iJerw'n kata; to;n pavtrion tw'n Lativnwn novmon dia; 
parqevnwn ejnomoqevthse givnesqai: e[cei dev tina" ajporiva" kai; to; 
fulattovmenon ejn tw/' iJerw/' tiv dhvpotev ejsti kai; dia; tiv provskeitai parqevnoi". 
tine;" me;n ou\n oujde;n e[xw tou' fanerou' puro;" ei\naiv fasi to; throuvmenon, th;n 
de; fulakh;n aujtou' parqevnoi" ajnakei'sqai ma'llon h] ajndravsi poiou'ntai kata; 
to; eijkov", o{ti pu'r me;n ajmivanton, parqevno" dΔ a[fqarton, tw/' dΔaJgnotavtw/ tw'n 
qeivwn to;n kaqarwvtaton eijkov", o{ti pu'r me;n ajmivanton, parqevno" dΔa[fqarton, 
tw/' dΔ aJgnotavtw/ tw'n qeivwn to;n kaqarwvtaton tw'n qnhtw'n fivlon. ‘Estiva/ dΔ 
ajnakei'sqai to; pu'r nomivzousin, o{ti gh' te ou\sa hJ qeo;" kai; to;n mevson 
katevcousa tou' kovsmou tovpon ta;" ajnavyei" tou' metarsivou poiei'tai puro;" 
ajfΔ eJauth'". eijsi; dev tine" oi{ fasin e[xw tou' puro;" ajpovrrhta toi'" polloi'" 
iJera; kei'sqaiv tina ejn tw/' temevnei th'" qea'", w|n oi{ te iJerofavntai th;n 
gnw'sin e[cousi kai; aiJ parqevnoi, tekmhvrion ouj mikro;n parecovmenoi tou' 
lovgou to; sumba;n peri; th;n e[mprhsin tou' iJerou' kata; to;n Foinikiko;n 
povlemon to;n prw'ton sustavnta ÔRwmai'oi" pro;" Karchdonivouß peri; Sikeliva". 
ejmprhsqevnto" ga;r tou' temevnou" kai; tw'n parqevnwn feugousw'n ejk tou' 
puro;" tw'n iJerofantw'n ti" Leuvkio" Kaikivlio" oJ kalouvmeno" Mevtello" ajnh;r 
uJpatikov", oJ to;n ajoivdimon ejk Sikeliva" ajpo; Karchdonivwn katagagw;n ojktw; 
kai; triavkonta kai; eJkato;n ejlefavntwn qrivambon, uJperidw;n th'" ijdiva" 
ajsfaleiva" tou' koinh/' sumfevronto" e{neka parekinduvneusen ei" ta; kaiovmena 
biavsasqai kai; ta; kataleifqevnta uJpo; tw'n parqevnwn aJrpavsa" iJera; dievswsen 
ejk tou' purov": ejfΔ w/| tima;" para; th'" povlewß ejxhnevgkato megavla", w" hJ 
th'" eijkovno" aujtou' th'" ejn Kapitwlivw/ keimevnh" ejpigrafh; marturei'. tou'to 
dh; labovnte" oJmologouvmenon ejpisunavptousin aujtoi; stocasmouv" tina" 
ijdivou", oiJ me;n ejk tw'n ejn Samoqra/vkh/ levgonte" iJerw'n moi'ran ei\naiv tina 
fulattomevnhn th;n ejnqavde, Dardavnou me;n ei" th;n uJfΔ eJautou' ktisqei'san 
povlin ejk th'" nhvsou ta; iJera; metenegkamevnou, Aijneivou de;, o{tΔ e[fugen ejk 
th'" Trwavdo" a{ma toi'" a[lloi" kai; tau'ta komivsanto" ei" ΔItalivan, oiJ de; 
toi'" a[lloi" kai; tau'ta komivsanto" ei" ΔItalivan, oiJ de; to; diopete;" 
Pallavdion ajpofaivnonte" ei\nai to; parΔΔIlieu'si genovmenon, wJ" Aijneivou 
komivsanto" aujto; diΔ ejmpeirivan, ΔAcaiw'n de; to; mivmhma aujtou' labovntwn 
kloph/': peri; ou| polloi; sfovdra ei[rhntai poihtai'" te kai; suggrafeu'si 
lovgoi. ejgw; de; to; me;n ei\naiv tina toi'" polloi'" a[dhla iJera; fulattovmena uJpo; 
tw'n parqevnwn kai; ouj to; pu'r movnon ejk pollw'n pavnu katalambavnomai, tivna 
de; tau'tΔ e[stin oujk ajxiw' polupragmonei'n ou[tΔ ejmauto;n ou[te a[llon oujdevna 
tw'n boulomevnwn ta; pro;" qeou;" o{sia threi'n.

AiJ de; qerapeuvousai th;n qeo;n parqevnoi tevttare" me;n h\san katΔ ajrca;" 
tw'n basilevwn aujta;" aiJroumevnwn ejfΔ oi|" katesthvsato dikaivoi" oJ Novma", 
u{steron de; dia; plh'qo" tw'n iJerourgiw'n a}" ejpitelou'sin e}x genovmenai mevcri 
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tou' kaqΔ hJma'" diamevnousi crovnou divaitan e[cousai para; th/' qew/', e[nqa diΔ 
hJmevra" me;n oujdei;" ajpeivrgetai tw'n boulomevnwn eijsievnai, nuvktwr de; oujdeni; 
tw'n ajrrevnwn ejnaulivsasqai qevmi". crovnon de; triakontaeth' mevnein aujta;" 
ajnagkai'on aJgna;" gavmwn quhpolouvsa" te kai; ta\lla qrhskeuouvsa" kata; 
novmon, ejn w/| devka me;n e[th manqavnein aujta;" e[dei, devka dΔ ejpitelei'n ta; iJerav, 
ta; de; loipa; devka didavskein eJtevra". ejkplhrwqeivsh" de; th'" triakontaetiva" 
oujde;n h\n to; kwlu'son ta;" boulomevna" ajpoqeivsa" ta; stevmmata kai; ta; 
loipa; paravshma th'" iJerwsuvnh" gamei'sqai. kai; ejpoivhsavn tine" tou'to pavnu 
ojlivgai, ai|" a[zhloi sunevbhsan aiJ teleutai; tw'n bivwn kai; ouj pavnu eujtucei'", 
w{ste diΔ oijwnou' lambavnousai ta;" ejkeivnwn sumfora;" aiJ loipai; parqevnoi 
mevnousi.

para; th/' qew/' mevcri qanavtou, tovte de; eij" to;n th'" ejklipouvsh" ajriqmo;n 
eJtevra pavlin uJpo; tw'n iJerofan- tw'n ajpodeivknutai. timai; de; aujtai'" 
ajpodevdontai para; th'" povlew" pollai; kai; kalaiv, diΔ a}" ou[te paivdwn 
aujtai'" ejsti povqo" ou[te gavmwn, timwrivai te ejpi; toi'" aJmartanomevnoi" 
kei'ntai megavlai, w|n ejxetastaiv te kai; kolastai; kata; novmon eijsi;n oiJ 
iJerofavntai, ta;" me;n a[llo ti tw'n ejlattovnwn aJmartanouvsa" rJavbdoi" 
mastigou'nte", ta;" de; fqareivsa" aijscivstw/ te kai; ejleeinotavtw/ 
paradidovnte" qanavtw/. zw'sai ga;r e[ti pompeuvousin ejpi; klivnh" ferovmenai 
th;n ajpodedeigmev-nhn toi'" nekroi'" ejkforavn, ajnaklaiomevnwn aujta;" kai; 
propempovntwn fivlwn te kai; suggenw'n, komisqei'sai de; mevcri th'" Kollivnh" 
puvlh", ejnto;" teivcou" eij" shko;n uJpo; gh'" kateskeuasmevnon a{ma toi'" 
ejntafivoi" kovsmoi" tivqentai kai; ou[tΔ ejpisthvmato" ou[tΔ ejnagismw'n 
ou[tΔa[llou tw'n nomivmwn oujdeno;" tugcavnousi. polla; me;n ou\n kai; a[lla dokei' 
mhnuvmata ei\nai th'" oujc oJsivw" uJphretouvsh" toi'" iJeroi'", mavlista de; hJ 
sbevsi" tou' purov", h}n uJpe;r a{panta ta; deina; ‘Rwmai'oi dedoivkasin ajfanismou' 
th'" povlew" shmei'on uJpolambavnonte", ajfΔ (h|" potΔ a]n aijtiva" gevnhtai, kai; 
pollai'" aujto; qerapeivai" ejxilaskovmenoi katavgousi pavlin eij" to; iJerovn: 
uJpe;r w|n kata; to;n oijkei'on kairo;n ejrw'.

Pavnu dΔ a[xion kai; th;n ejpifavneian iJstorh'sai th'" qea'", h}n ejpedeivxato 
tai'" ajdivkw" ejgklhqeivsai" parqevnoi", pepivsteutai ga;r uJpo; ÔRwmaivwn, eij 
kai; paravdoxav ejsti, kai; polu;n pepoivhntai lovgon uJpe;r aujtw'n oiJ suggrafei'". 
o{soi me;n ou\n ta;" ajqevou" ajskou'si filosofiva", eij dh; kai; filosofiva" aujta;" 
dei' kalei'n, aJpavsa" diasuvronte" ta;" ejpifaneiva" tw'n kalei'n, aJpavsa" 
diasuvronte" ta;" ejpifaneiva" tw'n qew'''n ta;" parΔ {Ellhsin h] barbavroi" 
genomevna" kai; tauvta" eij" gevlwta polu;n a[xousi ta;" iJstoriva" ajlazoneivai" 
ajnqrwpivnai" aujta;" ajnatiqevnte", wJ" oujdeni; qew'n mevlon ajnqrwvpwn oujdenov". 
o{soi dΔ oujk ajpoluvousi th'" ajnqrwpivnh" ejpimeleiva" tou;" qeouv", ajlla; kai; 
toi'" ajgaqoi'" eujmenei'" ei\nai nomivzousi kai; toi'" kakoi'" dusmenei'" dia; 
pollh'" ejlhluqovte" iJstoriva",oujde; tauvta" uJpolhvyontai ta;" ejpifaneiva" ei\
nai ajpivstou". levgetai dhv pote tou' puro;" ejklipovnto" diΔ ojligwrivan tina; 
th'" tovte aujto; fulattouvsh" Aijmiliva" eJtevra/ parqevnw/ tw'n newsti; 
kateilegmevnwn kai; a[rti manqanousw'n paradouvsh" th;n ejpimevleian tarach; 
pollh; genevsqai kata; th;n povlin o{lhn kai; zhvthsiß uJpo; tw'n iJerofantw'n, mhv 
ti mivasma peri; to; pu'r th'" iJereiva" ejtuvgcane gegonov": e[nqa dhv fasi th;n 
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Aijmilivan ajnaivtion me;n ou\san, ajporoumevnhn dΔ ejpi; tw/' sumbebhkovti 
parovntwn tw'n iJerevwn kai; tw'n a[llwn parqevnwn ta;" cei'ra" ejpi; to;n bwmo;n 
ejkteivnasan eijpei'n: ‘Estiva th'" ‘Rwmaivwn povlew" fuvlax, eij me;n oJsivw" kai; 
dikaivw" ejpitetevlekav soi ta; iJera; crovnon ojlivgou devonta triakontaetou'" 
kai; yuch;n e[cousa kaqara;n kai; sw'ma aJgnovn, ejpifavnhqiv moi kai; bohvqhson 
kai; mh; periivdh/" th;n seauth'" iJevreian to;n oi[ktiston movron ajpoqanou'san: 
eij de; ajnovsiovn ti pevpraktaiv moi tai'" ejmai'" timwrivai" to; th'" povlew" a[go" 
ajfavgnison. tau'tΔ eijpou'san kai; perirrhvxasan ajpo; th'" karpasivnh" 
ejsqh'to", h}n e[tucen ejndedukui'a, balei'n to;n telamw'na ejpi; to;n bwmo;n meta; 
th;n eujch;n levgousi kai; ejk th'" kateyugmevnh" pro; pollou' kai; oujdevna 
fulattouvsh" spinqh'ra tevfra" ajnalavmyai flovga pollh;n touvsh" spinqh'ra 
tevfra" ajnalavmyai flovga pollh;n dia; th'" karpavsou, w{ste mhde;n e[ti 
deh'sai th/' povlei mhvte aJgnismw'n mhvte nevou purov".

 “Eti de; touvtou qaumasiwvterovn ejsti kai; muvqw/ ma'llon ejoiko;" o} mevllw 
levgein. kathgorh'saiv tinav fasin ajdivkw" mia'" tw'n parqevnwn tw'n iJerw'n 
Tukkiva" o[noma, ajfanismo;n me;n puro;" oujk e[conta profevrein, a[lla" dev 
tina" ejx eijkovtwn tekmhrivwn kai; marturiw'n ajpodeivxei" fevronta oujk 
ajlhqei'": keleusqei'san dΔ ajpologei'sqai th;n parqevnon tou'to movnon eijpei'n, 
o{ti toi'" e[rgoi" ajpoluvsetai ta;" diabolav": tau'ta dΔ eijpou'san kai; th;n qeo;n 
ejpikalesamevnhn hJgemovna th'" oJdou' genevsqai proavgein ejpi; to;n Tevberin 
ejpitreyavntwn me;n aujth/' tw'n iJerofantw'n, tou' de; kata; th;n povlin o[clou 
sumpropevmponto" genomevnhn de; tou' potamou' plhsivon to; paroimiazovmenon 
ejn toi'" prwvtoi" tw'n ajdunavtwn tovlmhma uJpomei'nai, ajrusamevnhn ejk tou' 
potamou' kainw]] koskivnw/ kai; mevcri th'" ajgora'" ejnevgkasan para; tou;" povda" 
tw'n iJerofantw'n ejxera'sai to; u{dwr. kai; meta; tau'tav fasi to;n kathvgoron 
aujth'" pollh'" zhthvsew" genomevnh" mhvte zw'nta euJreqh'nai mhvte nekrovn. 
ajllΔ uJpe;r me;n tw'n ejpifaneiw'n th'" qea'" e[cwn e[ti polla; levgein kai; tau'ta 
iJkana; eijrh'sqai nomivzw.

Dionysius Halicarnassus 3.67

e[peita tai'" iJerai'" parqevnoi", uJfΔ w|n to; a[sbeston fulavttetai pu'r, 
tevttarsin ou[sai" duvo proskatevlexen eJtevra": pleiovnwn ga;r h[dh 
sunteloumevnwn uJpo; th'" eJtevra": pleiovnwn ga;r h[dh sunteloumevnwn uJpo; th'" 
povlew" iJerourgiw'n, ai|" e[dei ta;" th'" ‘Estiva" parei'nai quhpovlou", oujk 
ejdovkoun aiJ tevttare" ajrkei'n. Tarkunivou de; a[rxanto" hjkolouvqoun oiJ loipoi; 
basilei'",kai; mevcri tw'n kaqΔ hJma'" crovnwn e}x ajpodeivknuntai th'" ‘Estiva" 
ajmfivpoloi. dokei' de; kai; ta;" timwriva", ai|" kolavzontai pro;" tw'n iJerofantw'n 
aiJ mh; fulavttousai th;n parqenivan, ejkei'no" ejxeurei'n prw'to" ei[te kata; 
logismo;n ei[te wJ" oi[ontaiv tine" ojneivrw/ peiqovmeno", a}" meta; th;n ejkeivnou 
teleuth;n ejn toi'" Sibulleivoi" euJreqh'nai crhsmoi'" oiJ tw'n iJerw'n ejxhghtai; 
levgousin: ejfwravqh gavr ti" ejpi; th'" ejkeivnou basileiva" iJevreia Pinariva 
Poplivou qugavthr oujc aJgnh; prosiou'sa toi'" iJeroi'". 
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Dionysius Halicarnassus 8.89.3–5

e[doxe mevntoi kai; lovgo" h\n ejn th/' ‘Rwvmh/ poluv", wJ" dunamevnh tovte nika'n hJ 
‘Rwmaivwn duvnami" eJkousiva mhde;n Ôh\nÔ ejrgavsasqai lampro;n dia; mi'sov" te 
tou' uJpavtou kai; ojrghvn, h}n ei\ce pro;" tou;" patrikivou" ejpi; tw/' fenakismw/' 
th'" klhrouciva". aujtoi; dΔ oiJ stratiw'tai to;n u{paton wJ" oujc iJkano;n 
strathgei'n h/jtiw'nto, gravmmata pevmponte" wJ" tou;" ejpithdeivou" eJautw'n 
e{kastoi. kai; ta; me;n ejpi; stratopevdou ginovmena toiau'tΔ h\n: ejn aujth/' de; 
th/' ÔRwvmh/ polla; daimovnia shmei'a ejfaivneto dhlwtika; qeivou covlou katav te 
fwna;" kai; o[yei" ajhvqei". pavnta dΔ eij" tou'to sunevteinen, wJ" oi{ te mavntei" 
kai; oiJ tw'n iJerw'n ejxhghtai; sunenevgkante" ta;" ejmpeiriva" ajpefaivnonto, 
Ôo{tiÔ qew'n ªcolou'sqai;º tine" ouj komivzontai ta;" nomivmou" tima;" ouj kaqarw'" 
oujde; oJsivw" ejpiteloumevnwn aujtoi'" tw'n iJerw'n. zhvthsi" oujde; oJsivw" 
ejpiteloumevnwn aujtoi'" tw'n iJerw'n. zhvthsi" dh; meta; tou'to pollh; ejk pavntwn 
ejgivneto, kai; su;n crovnw/ mhvnusi" ajpodivdotai toi'" iJerofavntai", o{ti tw'n 
parqevnwn miva tw'n fulattousw'n to; iJero;n pu'r, ΔOpimiva o[noma aujth/', th;n 
parqenivan ajfaireqei'sa miaivnei ta; iJerav. oiJ dΔ e[k te basavnwn kai; tw'n a[llwn 
ajpodeivxewn maqovnte", o{ti to; mhnuovmenon h\n ajdivkhma ajlhqev", aujth;n me;n 
th'" korufh'" ajfelovmenoi ta; stevmmata kai; pompeuvsante" diΔ ajgora'" ejnto;" 
teivcou" zw'san katwvruxan: duvo de; tou;" ejxelegcqevnta" diapravxasqai th;n 
fqora;n mastigwvsante" ejn fanerw/' paracrh'ma ajpevkteinan kai; meta; tou'to 
kala; ta; iJera; kai; ta; manteuvmata wJ" ajfeikovtwn aujtoi'" tw'n qew'n to;n 
covlon, ejgivneto.

Dionysius Halicarnassus 9.40

o{ti miva tw'n iJeropoiw'n parqevnwn tw'n fulattousw'n to; ajqavnaton pu'r 
ΔOrbiniva th;n parqenivan ajpolwvleke kai; ta; iJera; quvei ta; th'" povlew" oujk 
ou\sa kaqarav. kajkei'noi metasthvsante" aujth;n ajpo; tw'n iJerw'n kai; 
proqevnte"divkhn, ejpeidh; katafanh;" ejgevneto ejlegcqei'sa, rJavbdoi" tΔ 
ejmastivgwsan kai; pompeuvsante" dia; th'" povlew" zw'san katwvruxan. tw'n de; 
diapraxamevnwn th;n ajnosivanfqora;n oJ me;n e{tero" eJauto;n diecrhvsato, to;n 
dΔ e{teron oiJ tw'n iJerw'n ejpivskopoi sullabovnte" ejn ajgora/' mavstixin 
aijkisavmenoi kaqavper ajndravpodon ajpevkteinan. hJ me;n ou\n novso" hJ 
kataskhvyasa eij" ta;" gunai'ka" kai; oJ polu;" aujtw'n fqovro" meta; tou'to to; 
e[rgon eujqu;" ejpauvsato.

Festus p. 14 L

Argeos vocabant scirpeas effigies, quae per virgines Vestales annis singulis 
iaciebantur in Tiberim.

Festus p. 57 L

Casta mola genus sacrificii, quod Vestales virgines faciebant.
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Festus p. 94 L

Ignis Vestae si quando interstinctus esset, virgines verberibus adficiebantur a 
pontifice, quibus mos erat tabulam felicis materiae tam diu terebrare, quosque 
exceptum ignem cribro aeneo virgo in aedem ferret. 

Festus p. 152 L

Muries est, quemadmodum Veranius docet, ea quae fit ex sali sordido, in pila 
pisato, et in ollam fictilem coniecto, ibique operto gypsatoque et in furno 
percocto; cui virgines Vestales serra ferrea secto, et in seriam coniecto, quae est 
intus in aede Vestae in penu exteriore, aquam iugem, vel quamlibet, 
praeterquam quae per fistulas venit, addunt, atque ea demum in sacrificiis 
utuntur.

Festus p. 190 L

October equus appellatur, qui in campo Martio mense Octobri immolatur 
quotannis Marti, bigarum victricum dexterior. De cuius capite non levis 
contentio solebat esse inter Subaraneses, et Sacravienses, ut hi in regiae pariete, 
illi ad turrim mamiliam id figerent; euisdemque coda tanta celeritate perfertur 
in regiam, ut ex ea sanguis destillet in focum, participandae rei divinae gratia. 

Festus p. 277 L

Probrum virginis Vestalis ut capite puniretur, vir, qui eam incestavisset, 
verberibus necaretur: lex fixa in atrio Libertatis cum multi<s> alis legibus 
incendio consumpta est, ut ait M. Cato in ea oratione, quae de augribus 
inscribitur. Adicit quoque virgines Vestales sacerdotio ex augurali …

Festus p. 296 L

<Penus v>ocatur locus intimus in aede Vestae tegetibus saeptus qui certis 
diebus circa Vestalia aperitur. i dies religiosi habentur. 

Festus p. 310 L

<Q.S.D.F. Quandoc ster>cus delatum fas, eo<dem modo in fastis notatur 
di>es, qui talis est, ut <aedes Vestae purgetur, s>tercusque in alvum ca . . . cum id 
factum sit . . . ta.

Festus p. 448/449  L

Sceleratus campus app<ellatur prope portam Col>linam in quo virgin<es 
Vestales, quae incestum> fecerunt, defossae sunt v>ivae . . .
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Festus p. 454 L

Senis crinibus nubentes ornantur, quod [h]is ornatus vetussimus fuit. 
Quidam quod eo Vestales virgines ornentur, quarum castitatem viris suis 
†sponoe * * * a ceteris …

Festus p. 468 L

Sex Vestae sacerdotes constitutae sunt, ut populus pro sua quaque parte 
haberet ministram sacrorum; quia civitas Romana in sex est distributa partis: 
in primos secundosque Titienses, Ramnes, Luceres. 

Festus p. 474 L

Suffibulum est vestimentum al<bum praetextum, qua>drangulum, 
oblongum, quod in ca<pite virgines Ve>stales, cum sacrificant, semper 
<habere solent, i>dque fibula conprehenditur.

Florus Epitome 1.1.105

Succedit Romulo Numa Pompilius, quem Curibus Sabinis agentem ultro 
petiverunt ob inclitam viri regionem. Ille sacra et caerimonias omnemque 
cultum deorum inmortalium docuit, ille pontifices, augures, Salios ceteraque 
sacerdotia creavit annumque in duodecim menses, fastos dies nefastoque 
discriptis, ille ancilia atque Palladium, secreta quaedam imperii pignora, 
Ianumque geminum fidem pacis ac belli, in primis focum Vestae virginibus 
colendum dedit, ut ad simulacrum caelestium siderum custos imperii flamma 
vigilaret: haec omnia quasi monitu deae Egeriae, quo magis barbari acciperet.

Gaius Institutes 1.145

Itaque si quis filio filiaeque testamento tutorem dederit, et ambo ad pubertatem 
pervenerint, filius quidem desinit habere tutorem, filia vero nihilo minus in 
tutela permanet: Tantum enim ex lege Iulia et Papia Poppaea iure liberorum a 
tutela liberantur feminae. Loquimur autem exceptis virginibus Vestalibus, 
quas etiam veteres in honorem sacerdotii liberas esse voluerunt: Itaque etiam 
lege XII tabularum cautum est.

Aulus Gellius Noctes Atticae 1.12

Virgo Vestae quid aetatis et ex quali familia et quo ritu quibusque caerimoniis 
ac religionibus ac quo nomine a pontifice maximo capiatur et quo statim iure 
esse incipiat, simul atque capta est; quodque, ut Labeo dicit, nec intestato 
cuiquam nec eius intestatae quisquam iure heres est.
I. Qui de virgine capienda scripserunt, quorum diligentissime scripsit Labeo 
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Antistius, minorem quam annos sex, maiorem quam annos decem natam 
negaverunt capi fas esse;
II. item quae non sit patrima et matrima;
III. item quae lingua debili sensuve aurium deminuta aliave qua corporis labe 
insignita sit;
IV. item quae ipsa aut cuius pater emancipatus sit, etiamsi vivo patre in avi 
potestate sit;
V. item cuius parentes alter ambove servitutem servierunt aut in negotiis 
sordidis versantur.
VI. Sed et eam, cuius soror ad id sacerdotium lecta est, excusationem mereri 
aiunt; item cuius pater flamen aut augur aut quindecimvirum sacris faciundis 
aut septemvirum epulonum aut Salius est.
VII. Sponsae quoque pontificis et tubicinis sacrorum filiae vacatio a sacerdotio 
isto tribui solet.
VIII. Praeterea Capito Ateius scriptum reliquit neque eius legendam filiam, 
qui domicilium in Italia non haberet, et excusandam eius, qui liberos tres 
haberet.
IX. Virgo autem Vestalis, simul est capta atque in atrium Vestae deducta et 
pontificibus tradita est, eo statim tempore sine emancipatione ac sine capitis 
minutione e patris potestate exit et ius testamenti faciundi adipiscitur.
X. De more autem rituque capiundae virginis litterae quidem antiquiores non 
exstant, nisi, quae capta prima est, a Numa rege esse captam.
XI. Sed Papiam legem invenimus, qua cavetur, ut pontificis maximi arbitratu 
virgines e populo viginti legantur sortitioque in contione ex eo numero fiat et, 
cuius virginis ducta erit, ut eam pontifex maximus capiat eaque Vestae fiat.
XII. Sed ea sortitio ex lege Papia non necessaria nunc videri solet. Nam si quis 
honesto loco natus adeat pontificem maximum atque offerat ad sacerdotium 
filiam suam, cuius dumtaxat salvis religionum observationibus ratio haberi 
possit, gratia Papiae legis per senatum fit. 
XIII. “Capi” autem virgo propterea dici videtur, quia pontificis maximi manu 
prensa ab eo parente, in cuius potestate est, veluti bello capta abducitur.
XIV. In libro primo Fabii Pictoris, quae verba pontificem maximum dicere 
oporteat, cum virginem capiat, scriptum est. Ea verba haec sunt: “Sacerdotem
Vestalem, quae sacra faciat, quae ius siet sacerdotem Vestalem facere pro 
populo Romano Quiritibus, uti quae optima lege fuit, ita te, Amata, capio.”
XV. Plerique autem “capi” virginem solam debere dici putant. Sed flamines 
quoque Diales, item pontifices et augures “capi” dicebantur.
XVI. L. Sulla rerum gestarum libro secundo ita scripsit: “P. Cornelius, cui 
primum cognomen Sullae impositum est, flamen Dialis captus.”
XVII. M. Cato de Lusitanis, cum Servium Galbam accusavit: “Tamen dicunt 
deficere voluisse. Ego me nunc volo ius pontificium optime scire; iamne ea 
causa pontifex capiar? si volo augurium optime tenere, ecquis me ob eam rem 
augurem capiat?”
XVIII. Praeterea in commentariis Labeonis, quae ad duodecim tabulas 
composuit, ita scriptum est: “Virgo Vestalis neque heres est cuiquam intestato, 
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neque intestatae quisquam, sed bona eius in publicum redigi aiunt. Id quo iure 
fiat, quaeritur.”
XIX. “Amata” inter capiendum a pontifice maximo appellatur, quoniam, quae 
prima capta est, hoc fuisse nomen traditum est.

Aulus Gellius Noctes Atticae 7.7.2

Et Taraciam quidem virginem Vestae fuisse lex Horatia testis est, quae super ea 
ad populum lata. Qua lege ei plurimi honores fiunt, inter quos ius quoque 
testimonii dicendi tribuitur testabilisque uns omnium feminarum ut sit datur. 
Id verbum est legis ipsius Horatiae; contrarium est in duodecim tabulis scriptum:
“Inprobus intestabilis esto.” Praeterea si quadriaginta annos nata sacerdotio 
abire ac nubere voluisset, ius ei potestasque exaugurandi atque nubendi facta 
est munificentiae et beneficii gratia, quod campum Tiberinum sive Martium 
populo condonasset.

Aulus Gellius Noctes Atticae 10.15.31

Verba praetoris ex edicto perpetuo de flamine Diali et de sacerdote adscripsi: 
“Sacerdotem Vestalem et flaminem Dialem in omni mea iurisdictione iurare 
non cogam.”

Horace Odes 3.30.8–9

usque ego postera
crescam laude recens, dum Capitolium
scandet cum tacita uirgine pontifex.

Hyginus, De condicionibus agrorum, C. 82

ex antiquitate[m] recipiunt hoc [est], ut et nominibus vetustis utantur, ut 
vectigalis ager virginum Vestae, <et> aris templis sepulchris et his similibus.

Juvenal 4.9–10

incestus, cum quo nuper vittata iacebat
sanguine adhuc vivo terram subitura sacerdos?

Livy 1.3 

Addit sceleri scelus: stirpem fratris virilem interemit, fratris filiae Reae Silviae 
per speciem honoris cum Vestalem eam legisset perpetua virginitate spem 
partus adimit.

Sed debebatur, ut opinor, fatis tantae origo urbis maximique secundum 
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deorum opes imperii principium. Vi compressa Vestalis cum geminum partum 
edidisset, seu ita rata seu quia deus auctor culpae honestior erat, Martem 
incertae stirpis patrem nuncupat. Sed nec di nec homines aut ipsam aut stirpem 
a crudelitate regia vindicant: sacerdos vincta in custodiam datur, pueros in 
profluentem aquam mitti iubet.

Livy 1.20

virginesque Vestae legit, Alba oriundum sacerdotium et genti conditoris haud 
alienum. His ut adsiduae templi antistites essent stipendium de publico 
statuit; virginitate aliisque caerimoniis venerabiles ac sanctas fecit. 

Livy 2.42.11

qui terrores tamen eo evasere ut Oppia virgo Vestalis damnata incesti poenas 
dederit.

Livy 4.44.2 

Eodem anno Postumia virgo vestalis de incestu causam dixit, crimine innoxia, 
ab suspicione propter cultum amoeniorem ingeniumque liberius quam 
virginem decet parum abhorrens. Eam ampliatam, deinde absolutam pro 
collegii sententia pontifex maximus abstinere iocis colique sancte potius quam 
scite iussit.

Livy 5.40

Flamen interim Quirinalis uirginesque Vestales omissa rerum suarum cura, 
quae sacrorum secum ferenda, quae quia uires ad omnia ferenda deerant 
relinquenda essent consultantes, quisue ea locus fideli adseruaturus custodia 
esset, optimum ducunt condita in doliolis sacello proximo aedibus flaminis 
Quirinalis, ubi nunc despui religio est, defodere; cetera inter se onere partito 
ferunt uia quae sublicio ponte ducit ad Ianiculum. In eo cliuo eas cum L. 
Albinius de plebe Romana homo conspexisset plaustro coniugem ad liberos 
uehens inter ceteram turbam quae inutilis bello urbe excedebat, saluo etiam 
tum discrimine diuinarum humanarumque rerum religiosum ratus sacerdotes 
publicas sacraque populi Romani pedibus ire ferrique, se ac suos in uehiculo 
conspici, descendere uxorem ac pueros iussit, uirgines sacraque in plaustrum 
imposuit et Caere quo iter sacerdotibus erat peruexit. 

Livy 8.15.7–8

Eo anno Minucia Vestalis, suspecta primo propter mundiorem iusto cultum, 
insimulata deinde apud pontifices ab indice servo, cum decreto eorum iussa 
esset sacris abstinere familiamque in potestate habere, facto iudicio viva sub 
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terram ad portam Collinam dextra viam stratam defossa Scelerato campo; credo 
ab incesto id ei loco nomen factum.

Livy 22.57.2–3

Territi etiam super tantas clades cum ceteris prodigiis, tum quod duae Vestales 
eo anno, Opimia atque Floronia, stupri compertae et altera sub terra, uti mos 
est, ad portam Collinam necata fuerat, altera sibimet ipsa mortem consciverat; 
L. Cantilius scriba pontificius, quos nunc minores pontifices appellant, qui 
cum Floronia stuprum fecerat, a pontifice maximo eo usque virgis in comitio 
caesus erat ut inter verbera exspiraret.

Livy 28.11.6

plus omnibus aut nuntiatis peregre aut uisis domi prodigiis terruit animos 
hominum ignis in aede Uestae exstinctus, caesaque flagro est Uestalis cuius 
custodia eius noctis fuerat iussu P. Licini pontificis. id quamquam nihil 
portendentibus dis ceterum neglegentia humana acciderat, tamen et hostiis 
maioribus procurari et supplicationem ad Uestae haberi placuit.

Livy Periochae 14

Sextilia, virgo Vestalis, damnata incesti viva defossa est. 

Livy Periochae 20

Tuccia, uirgo Vestalis, incesti damnata est. 

Livy Periochae 63a

Aemilia, Licinia, Marcia, uirgines Vestales, incesti damnatae sunt, idque 
incestum quem ad modum et commissum et deprehensum et uindicatum sit re 
fertur.

Macrobius Saturnalia 1.10.5–6

Masurius et alii uno die, id est quarto decimo Kalendas Ianuarias
fuisse Saturnalia crediderunt: quorum sententiam Fenestella
confi rmat, dicens Aemiliam virginem XV. Kal. Ianuar.

Macrobius Saturnalia1.12.6

Huius etiam prima die ignem novum Vestae aris accendebant, ut incipiente 
anno cura denuo servandi novati ignis inciperet.
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Orosius 3.9.5

Anno autem post hunc subsequente Minucia virgo Vestalis ob admissum 
incestum damnata est vivaque obruta in campo, qui nunc sceleratus vocatur.

Orosius 4.5.9

Eodem tempore Caparronia virgo Vestalis incesti rea suspendio periit corruptor 
eius consciique servi supplicio adfecti.

Orosius 5.15.22

Parvo post hoc intercessu temporis L. Veterius eques Romanus Aemiliam 
virginem Vestalem furtivo stupro polluit. duas praeteraea virgines Vestales 
eadem Aemilia ad participationem incesti sollicitatas contubernalibus sui 
corruptoris exposuit ac tradidit. indicio per servum factosuppliciumde 
omnibus sumptumest.

Ovid Fasti 1.527–528

iam pius Aeneas sacra et, sacra altera, patrem
adferet: Iliacos accipe, Vesta, deos.

Ovid Fasti 2.382–386

Silvia Vestalis caelestia semina partu
ediderat, patruo regna tenente suo;
is iubet auferri parvos et in amne necari:        
quid facis? ex istis Romulus alter erit.

Ovid Fasti 3.11–30

Silvia Vestalis (quid enim vetat inde moveri?)
sacra lavaturas mane petebat aquas.
ventum erat ad molli declivem tramite ripam;
ponitur e summa fictilis urna coma:
fessa resedit humo, ventosque accepit aperto        
pectore, turbatas restituitque comas.
dum sedet, umbrosae salices volucresque canorae
fecerunt somnos et leve murmur aquae;
blanda quies furtim victis obrepsit ocellis,
et cadit a mento languida facta manus.        
Mars videt hanc visamque cupit potiturque cupita,
et sua divina furta fefellit ope.
somnus abit, iacet ipsa gravis; iam scilicet intra
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viscera Romanae conditor urbis erat.
languida consurgit, nec scit cur languida surgat,        
et peragit tales arbore nixa sonos:
‘utile sit faustumque, precor, quod imagine somni
vidimus: an somno clarius illud erat?
ignibus Iliacis aderam, cum lapsa capillis
decidit ante sacros lanea vitta focos’.

Ovid Fasti 3.141–144

Vesta quoque ut folio niteat velata recenti,
cedit ab Iliacis laurea cana focis.
adde quod arcana fieri novus ignis in aede
dicitur, et vires flamma refecta capit.

Ovid Fasti 3.423–426

di veteris Troiae, dignissima praeda ferenti,
qua gravis Aeneas tutus ab hoste fuit,
ortus ab Aenea tangit cognata 
numina: cognatum, Vesta, tuere caput.

Ovid Fasti 4.629–640

Tertia post Veneris cum lux surrexerit Idus,
pontifices, forda sacra litate bove.
forda ferens bos est fecundaque dicta ferendo:
hinc etiam fetus nomen habere putant.
nunc gravidum pecus est, gravidae quoque semine terrae:
Telluri plenae victima plena datur.
pars cadit arce Iovis, ter denas curia vaccas        
accipit et largo sparsa cruore madet.
ast ubi visceribus vitulos rapuere ministri,
sectaque fumosis exta dedere focis,
igne cremat vitulos quae natu maxima Virgo est,
luce Palis populos purget ut ille cinis.   

Ovid Fasti 4.721–734

Nox abiit, oriturque aurora: Parilia poscor;
non poscor frustra, si favet alma Pales.
alma Pales, faveas pastoria sacra canenti,
prosequor officio si tua festa meo.
certe ego de vitulo cinerem stipulasque fabales        
saepe tuli plena, februa tosta, manu;
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certe ego transilui positas ter in ordine flammas,
udaque roratas laurea misit aquas.
mota dea est, operique favet. navalibus exit
puppis; habent ventos iam mea vela suos.
 i, pete virginea, populus, suffimen ab ara;
Vesta dabit, Vestae munere purus eris.
sanguis equi suffimen erit vitulique favilla,
tertia res durae culmen inane fabae.

Ovid Fasti 5.621–622

Tum quoque priscorum Virgo simulacra virorum
mittere roboreo scirpea ponte solet.

Ovid Fasti 6.226–234

nam mihi sic coniunx sancta Dialis ait:
‘donec ab Iliaca placidus purgamina Vesta
detulerit flavis in mare Thybris aquis,
non mihi detonso crinem depectere buxo,
non ungues ferro subsecuisse licet,        
non tetigisse virum, quamvis Iovis ille sacerdos,
quamvis perpetua sit mihi lege datus.
tu quoque ne propera: melius tua filia nubet
ignea cum pura Vesta nitebit humo.’

Ovid Fasti 6.267–268

Vesta eadem est et terra: subest vigil ignis utrique:
significant sedem terra focusque suam.

Ovid Fasti 6.282–318

cur sit virginibus, quaeris, dea culta ministris?
inveniam causas hac quoque parte suas.
ex Ope Iunonem memorant Cereremque creatas        
semine Saturni; tertia Vesta fuit.
utraque nupserunt, ambae peperisse feruntur;
de tribus impatiens restitit una viri.
quid mirum, virgo si virgine laeta ministra
admittit castas ad sua sacra manus?        
nec tu aliud Vestam quam vivam intellege flammam;
nataque de flamma corpora nulla vides.
iure igitur virgo est, quae semina nulla remittit
nec capit, et comites virginitatis amat.
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esse diu stultus Vestae simulacra putavi,        
mox didici curvo nulla subesse tholo.
ignis inexstinctus templo celatur in illo:
effigiem nullam Vesta nec ignis habet.
stat vi terra sua: vi stando Vesta vocatur;
causaque par Grai nominis esse potest.        
at focus a flammis et quod fovet omnia dictus;
qui tamen in primis aedibus ante fuit.
hinc quoque vestibulum dici reor; inde precando
praefamur Vestam, quae loca prima tenet.
Ante focos olim scamnis considere longis        
mos erat, et mensae credere adesse deos;
nunc quoque, cum fiunt antiquae sacra Vacunae,
ante Vacunales stantque sedentque focos.
venit in hos annos aliquid de more vetusto:
fert missos Vestae pura patella cibos.        
Ecce coronatis panis dependet asellis,
et velant scabras florida serta molas.
sola prius furnis torrebant farra coloni
(et Fornacali sunt sua sacra deae):
subpositum cineri panem focus ipse parabat,        
strataque erat tepido tegula quassa solo.
inde focum servat pistor dominamque focorum
et quae pumiceas versat asella molas.

Ovid Fasti 6.457–460

nullaque dicetur vittas temerasse sacerdos
hoc duce, nec viva defodietur humo:
sic incesta perit, quia, quam violavit, in illam
conditur: est Tellus Vestaque numen idem. 

Ovid Fasti 6.713–714

haec est illa dies qua tu purgamina Vestae,
Thybri, per Etruscas in mare mittis aquas.

Ovid Metamorphoses 15.729–731

huc omnis populi passim matrumque patrumque
obvia turba ruit, quaeque ignes, Troica, servant,        
Vesta, tuos, laetoque deum clamore salutant.
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Pliny Epistulae 4.11

Nam cum Corneliam Vestalium maximam defodere vivam concupisset, ut qui 
illustrari saeculum suum eiusmodi exemplis arbitraretur, pontificis maximi 
iure, seu potius immanitate tyranni licentia domini, reliquos pontifices non in 
Regiam sed in Albanam villam convocavit. Nec minore scelere quam quod 
ulcisci videbatur, absentem inauditamque damnavit incesti, cum ipse fratris 
filiam incesto non polluisset solum verum etiam occidisset; nam vidua abortu 
periit. Missi statim pontifices qui defodiendam necandamque curarent. Illa 
nunc ad Vestam, nunc ad ceteros deos manus tendens, multa sed hoc 
frequentissime clamitabat: ‘Me Caesar incestam putat, qua sacra faciente vicit 
triumphavit!’ Blandiens haec an irridens, ex fiducia sui an ex contemptu 
principis dixerit, dubium est. Dixit donec ad supplicium, nescio an innocens, 
certe tamquam innocens ducta est. Quin etiam cum in illud subterraneum 
demitteretur, haesissetque descendenti stola, vertit se ac recollegit, cumque ei 
manum carnifex daret, aversata est et resiluit foedumque contactum quasi 
plane a casto puroque corpore novissima sanctitate reiecit omnibusque numeris 
pudoris ‘pollên pronoian eschen euschêmôn pesein?’. Praeterea Celer eques 
Romanus, cui Cornelia obiciebatur, cum in comitio virgis caederetur, in hac 
voce perstiterat: ‘Quid feci? nihil feci.’

Pliny Historia Naturalis 16.235

Romae vero lotos in Lucinae area, anno, qui fuit sine magistratibus, 
CCCLXXIX urbis aede condita. incertum, ipsa quanto vetustior; esse quidem 
vetustiorem non est dubium, cum ab eo luco Lucina nominetur. haec nunc D 
circiter annum habet. antiquior, sed incerta eius aetas, quae capillata dicitur, 
quoniam Vestalium virginum capillus ad eam defertur.

Pliny Historia Naturalis 18.7

Numa instituit deos fruge colere et mola salsa supplicare atque, ut auctor est 
Hemina, far torrere, quoniam tostum cibo salubrius esset, id uno modo 
consecutus, statuendo non esse purum ad rem divinam nisi tostum.
 is et Fornacalia instituit farris torrendi ferias et aeque religiosas Terminis 
agrorum.

Pliny, Historia Naturalis 28.7.39

… et fascinus, imperatorum quoque, non solum infantium, custos, qui deus 
inter sacra Romana a Vestalibus colitur, et currus triumphantium, sub his 
pendens, defendit medicus invidiae …
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Pliny Historia Naturalis 28.12

extat Tucciae Vestalis incesti deprecatio, qua usa aquam in cribro tulit anno 
urbis DXVIIII. boario vero in foro Graecum Graecamque defossos aut aliarum 
gentium, cum quibus tum res esset, etiam nostra aetas vidit. cuius sacri 
precationem, qua solet praeire XVvirum collegii magister, si quis legat, 
profecto vim carminum fateatur, omnia ea adprobantibus DCCCXXX 
annorum eventibus.

Pliny Historia Naturalis 34.25

invenitur statua decreta et Taraciae Gaiae sive Fufetiae virgini Vestali, ut 
poneretur ubi vellet, quod adiectum non minus honoris habet quam feminae 
esse decretam. meritum eius ipsis ponam annalium verbis: quod campum 
Tiberinum gratificata esset ea populo.

Plutarch Camillus 20

Kai; plei§stoß me;n lovgoß katei§ce to; Trwi>ko;n ejkei§no Pallavdion ajpokei§sqai 
diæ Aijneivou komisqe;n eijß jItalivan: eijsi; dÊ oiJ ta; Samoqrav/kia muqologou§nteß 
Davrdanon me;n eijß Troivan ejxenegkavmenon ojrgiavsai kai; kaqierw§sai ktivsanta 
th;n povlin, Aijneivan de; peri; th;n a{lwsin ejkklevyanta diasw§sai mevcri th§ß ejn 
jItaliva/ katoikhvsewß. OiJ de; prospoiouvmenoi plevon ejpivstasqaiv ti peri; 
touvtwn duvo fasi;n ouj megavlouß ajpokeißsqai pivqouß, w|n to;n me;n ajnew/govta 
kai; keno;n, to;n de; plhvrh kai; kataseshmasmevnon, ajmfotevrouß de; tai§ß 
panagevsi movnaiß parqevnoiß oJratou;ß ei\nai.

Plutarch Cato Maior 20.5–7

aujth; ga;r e[trefen ijdivw/ gavlakti: pollavki" de; kai; ta; tw'n douvlwn paidavria 
tw/' mastw/' prosiemevnh, kateskeuvazen eu[noian ejk th'" suntrofiva" pro;" to;n 
uiJovn. ejpei; dΔ h[rxato sunievnai, paralabw;n aujto;" ejdivdaske gravmmata. 
kaivtoi ca- riventa dou'lon ei\ce grammatisth;n o[noma Civlwna, pol lou;" 
didavskonta pai'da": oujk hjxivou de; to;n uiJovn, w{" fhsin aujtov", uJpo; douvlou 
kakw'" ajkouvein h] tou' wjto;" ajnateivnesqai manqavnonta bravdion, oujdev ge 
maqhvmato" thlikouvtou ·tw‚ douvlw/ cavrin ojfeivlein, ajllΔ aujto;" me;n h\n 
grammatisthv", aujto;" de; nomodidavkth", aujto;" de; gumnasthv", ouj movnon 
ajkontivzein oujdΔ oJplomacei'n oujdΔ iJppeuvein didavskwn to;n uiJovn, ajlla; kai; 
th/' ceiri; pu;x paivein kai; kau'ma kai; yu'co" ajnevcesqai kai; ta; dinwvdh kai; 
tracuvnonta tou' potamou' dianhcovmenon ajpobiavzesqai. kai; ta;" iJstoriva" 
potamou' dianhcovmenon ajpobiavzesqai. kai; ta;" iJstoriva" de; suggravyai 
fhsi;n aujto;" ijdiva/ ceiri; kai; megavloi" gravmmasin, o{pw" oi[koqen uJpavrcoi 
tw/' paidi; pro;" ejmpeirivan.
tw'n palaiw'n kai; patrivwn wjfelei'sqai: ta; dΔ aijscra; tw'n rJhmavtwn oujc 
h|tton ejxeulabei'sqai tou' paido;" parovnto" h] tw'n iJerw'n parqevnwn a}" 
ÔEstiavda" kalou'si: sullouvsasqai de; mhdevpote.



Appendix A: Original texts of translated passages 131

Plutarch Cato Minor 19.3–9

ou[te ga;r dovxh" cavrin ou[te pleonexiva" ou[tΔ aujtomavtw" kai; kata; tuvchn 
w{sper e{teroiv tine" ejmpesw;n eij" to;pravttein ta; th'" povlew", ajllΔ wJ" i[dion 
e[rgon ajndro;" ajgaqou' th;n politeivaneJlovmeno", ma'llon w/[eto dei'n prosevcein 
toi'" koinoi'" h] tw/' khrivw/ th;n mevlit tan: tan: o{" ge kai; ta; tw'n ejparciw'n 
pravgmata kai; dovgmata kai; krivsei" ªkai;pravxei"º ta;" megivsta" e[rgon 
pepoivhto dia; tw'n eJkastacovqi xevnwn kai; fivlwn pevmpesqai pro;" aujtovn. 
ejnsta;" dev pote Klwdivw/ tw/' dhmagwgw/', kinou'nti kai; pravttonti megavlwn 
ajrca;" newterismw'n, kai; diabavllonti pro;" to;n dh'mon iJerei'" kai; iJereiva", 
ejn oi|" kai; Fabiva Terentiva" ajdelfh; th'" Kikevrwno" gunaiko;" ejkinduvneuse, 
to;n me;n Klwvdion aijscuvnh/ peribalw;n hjnavgkasen uJpeksth'nai th'" povlew", 
tou' de; Kikevrwno" eujcaristou'nto", th/' povlei dei'n e[cein e[fh cavrin aujtovn, 
wJ" ejkeivnh" e{neka pavnta poiw'n kai; politeuovmeno". ejk touvtou megavlh dovxa 
peri; aujto;n h\n, w{ste rJhvtora me;nãejn divkh/ tini; marturiva" mia'" feromevnh" 
eijpei'n pro;" tou;" dikastav", wJ" eJni; marturou'nti prosevcein oujde; Kavtwni 
kalw'" e[cei, pollou;" dΔ h[dh peri;; tw'n ajpivstwn kai; paradovxwn w{sper ejn 
paroimiva/ tini; levgein, o{ti tou'to me;n oujde; Kavtwno" levgonto" piqanovn ejsti. 
mocqhrou' dΔ ajnqrwvpou kai; polutelou'" lovgon ejn sugklhvtw/ diaqemevnou pro;" 
eujtevleian kai; swfronismovn, ejpanasta;" ΔAmnai'o" "1w\ a[nqrwpΔ ei\pe, "1ti" 
ajnevxetaiv sou, deipnou'nto" me;n w" Kravssou, oijkodomou'nto" dΔ wJ" 
Leukovllou, dhmhgorou'nto" dΔhJmi'n wJ" Kavtwno"… kai; tw'n a[llwn de; tou;" 
fauvlou" kai; ajkolavstou",toi'" lovgoi" de; semnou;" kai; aujsthrouv", 
cleuavzonte" ejkavloun Yeudokavtwna".

Plutarch Cicero 19

quvetai daujth'/ katΔ ejniauto;n ejn th'≥ oijkiva≥ tou' uJpavtou dia; gunaiko;ß h] mhtro;ß 
aujtou', tw'n JEstiavdwn parqevnwn parousw'n.

Plutarch Cicero 20

Tau'ta tou' Kikevrwnoß diaporou'ntoß, givnetaiv ti tai'ß gunaixi; shmei'on 
quouvsaiß. JO ga;r bwmovß, h[dh tou' puro;ß katakekoimh'sqai dokou'ntoß, ejk th'ß 
tevfraß kai; tw'n kekaumevnwn floiw'n flovga pollh;n ajnh'ke kai; lampravn. JUfæ 
h|" aiJ me;n a[llai dieptohvqhsan, aiJ dæ iJerai; parqevnoi th;n tou' Kikevrwnoß 
gunai'ka Terentivan ejkevleusan h|/ tavcoß cwrei'n pro;ß to;n a[ndra kai; keleuvein 
oi|ß e[gnwken ejgceirei'n uJpe;r th'ß patrivdoß, wJß mevga provß te swthrivan kai; 
dovxan aujtw'/ th'ß qeou' fw'ß didouvshß.

Plutarch Numa 3.4

o{pwß lambanvousai kaQ hJmevran aJgnivzwsi kai; rJaivnwsi to; ajnavktoron . . .
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Plutarch Numa 9–11

ÔO de; mevgisto" tw'n Pontifivkwn oi|on ejxhghtou' kai; profhvtou, ma'llon de; 
iJerofavntou tavxin ei[lhcen, ouj movnon tw'n dhmosiva/ drwmevnwn ejpimelouv-
meno", ajlla; kai; tou;" ijdiva/ quvonta" ejpiskopw'n kai; kwluvwn parekbaivnein ta; 
nenomismevna, kai; didavskwn o{tou ti" devoito pro;" qew'n timh;n h] paraivthsin. 
h\n de; kai; tw'n iJerw'n parqevnwn ejpivskopo", a}" ‘Estiavda" prosagoreuvousi. 
Noma/' ga;r dh; kai; th;n tw'n ÔEstiavdwn parqevnwn kaqievrwsin kai; o{lw" th;n 
peri; to; pu'r to; ajqavnaton, o} fulavttousin au|tai, qerapeivan te kai; timh;n 
ajpodidovasin, ei[te wJ" kaqara;n kai; a[fqarton th;n tou' puro;" oujsivan 
ajkhravtoi" kai; ajmiavntoi" paratiqemevnou swvmasin, ei[te to; a[karpon kai; 
a[gonon th/' parqeniva/ sunoikeiou'nto". ejpeiv toi th'" ÔEllavdo" o{pou pu'r 
a[sbestovn ejstin, wJ" Puqoi' kai; ΔAqhvnhsin, ouj parqevnoi, gunai'ke" de; 
pepaumevnai gavmwn e[cousi [sbestovn ejstin, wJ" Puqoi' kai; ΔAqhvnhsin, ouj 
parqevnoi, gunai'ke" de; pepaumevnai gavmwn e[cousi th;n ejpimevleian: eja;n de; 
uJpo; tuvch" tino;" ejklivph/, kaqavper ΔAqhvnhsi me;n ejpi; th'" ΔAristivwno" 
levgetai turannivdo" ajposbesqh'nai to;n iJero;n luvcnon, ejn Delfoi'" de; tou' 
naou' kataprhsqevnto" uJpo; Mhvdwn, peri; de; ta; Miqridatika; kai; to;n 
ejmfuvlion ÔRwmaivwn povlemon a{ma tw/' bwmw/' to; pu'r hjfanivsqh, ou[ fasi dei'n 
ajpo; eJtevrou puro;" ejnauvesqai, kaino;n de; poiei'n kai; nevon, ajnavptonta" ajpo; 
tou' hJlivou flovga kaqara;n kai; ajmivanton. ejxavptousi de; mavlista toi'" 
skafeivoi", a} kataskeuavzetai me;n ajpo; pleura'" ijsoskelou'" ojrqogwnivou 
trigwvnou koilainovmena, sunneuvei dΔ eij" e}n ejk th'" perifereiva" kevntron. 
o{tan ou\n qevsin ejnantivan lavbh/ pro;" to;n h{lion, w{ste ta;" aujga;" pantacovqen 
ajnakoptomevna" ajqroivzesqai kai; sumplevkesqai peri; to; kevntron, aujtovn te 
diakrivnei to;n ajevra leptunovmenon, kai; ta; koufovtata kai; xhrovtata tw'n 
prostiqemevnwn ojxevw" ajnavptei kata; th;n ajntevreisin, sw'ma kai; plhgh;n 
purwvdh th'" aujgh'" labouvsh". e[nioi me;n ou\n oujde;n uJpo; tw'n iJerw'n parqevnwn 
ajllΔ h] to; a[sbeston ejkei'no frourei'sqai pu'r nomivzousin: e[nioi de; ei\naiv tinav 
fasin ajqevata toi'" a[lloi" iJera; kruptovmena, peri; w|n o{sa kai; puqevsqai kai; 
fravsai qemito;n ejn tw/' Kamivllou bivw/ gevgraptai.

Prw'ton me;n ou\n uJpo; Noma' kaqierwqh'nai levgousi Geganivan kai; Berhnivan, 
deuvteron de; Kanoulhi?an kai; Tarphi?an: u{steron de; Serbivou duvo prosqevnto" 
a[lla" tw/' ajriqmw/' diathrei'sqai mevcri tw'n crovnwn touvtwn to; plh'qo". wJrivsqh 
de; tai'" iJerai'" parqevnoi" uJpo; tou' basilevw" aJgneiva triakontaevti", ejn h/| 
th;n me;n prwvthn dekaetivan a} crh; dra'n manqavnousi, th;n de; mevshn a} 
memaqhvkasi drw'si, th;n de; trivthn eJtevra" aujtai; didavskousin.

ei\ta ajnei'tai th/' boulomevnh/ meta; to;n crovnon tou'ton h[dh kai; gavmou 
metalambavnein kai; pro;" e{teron trapevsqai bivon, ajpallageivsh/ th'" 
iJerourgiva". levgontai de; ouj pollai; tauvthn ajspavsasqai th;n a[deian, oujde; 
ajspasamevnai" crhsta; pravgmata suntucei'n, ajlla; metanoiva/ kai; kathfeiva/ 
sunou'sai to;n loipo;n bivon ejmbalei'n ta;" a[lla" eij" deisidaimonivan, w{ste 
mevcri ghvrw" kai; qanavtou diatelei'n ejgkarterouvsa" kai; parqeneuomevna". 
Tima;" de; megavla" ajpevdwken aujtai'", w|n e[sti kai; to; diaqevsqai zw'nto" 
ejxei'nai patro;" kai; ta\lla pravttein a[neu prostavtou diagouvsa", w{sper aiJ 
trivpaide". rJabdoucou'ntai de; proi>ou'sai: ka]n ajgomevnw/ tini; pro;" qavnaton 
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aujtomavtw" suntuvcwsin, oujk ajnairei'tai. dei' de; ajpomovsai th;n parqevnon 
ajkouvsion kai; tucaivan kai; oujk ejxepivthde" gegonevnai th;n ajpavnthsin. oJ de; 
uJpelqw;n komizomevnwn uJpo; to; forei'on ajpoqnhvskei. kovlasi" de; tw'n me;n 
a[llwn aJmarthmavtwn plhgai; tai'" parqevnoi", tou' megivstou Pontivfiko" 
kolavzonto" e[stin o{te kai; gumnh;n th;n plhmmelhvsasan, ojqovnh" ejn palinskivw/ 
parateinomevnh": hJ de; th;n parqenivan kataiscuvnasa zw'sa katoruvttetai 
para; th;n Kollivnhn legomevnhn puvlhn: ejn h/| ti" e[stin ejnto;" th'" povlew" 
ojfru;" gewvdh" parateivnousa povrrw: Kollivnhn legomevnhn puvlhn: ejn h/| ti" 
e[stin ejnto;" th'" povlew" ojfru;" gewvdh" parateivnousa povrrw: kalei'tai de; 
cw'ma dialevktw/ th/' Lativnwn. ejntau'qa kataskeuavzetai katavgeio" oi\ko" ouj 
mevga", e[cwn a[nwqen katavbasin. kei'tai de; ejn aujtw/' klivnh te uJpestrwmevnh 
kai; luvcno" kaiovmeno", ajparcaiv te tw'n pro;" to; zh'n ajnagkaivwn bracei'aiv 
tine", oi|on a[rto", u{dwr ejn ajggeivw/, gavla, e[laion, w{sper.

ajfosioumevnwn to; mh; limw/' diafqeivrein sw'ma tai'" megivstai" kaqierwmevnon 
aJgisteivai". aujth;n de; th;n kolazomevnhn eij" forei'on ejnqevmenoi kai; kata-
stegavsante" e[xwqen kai; katalabovnte" iJma'sin, wJ" mhde; fwnh;n ejxavkouston 
genevsqai, komivzousi diΔajgora'". ejxivstantai de; pavnte" siwph/' kai; para-
pevmpousin a[fqoggoi metav tino" deinh'" kathfeiva": oujde; ejsti;n e{teron 
qevama friktovteron, oujdΔ hJmevran hJ povli" a[llhn a[gei stugnotevran ejkeivnh". 
o{tan de; pro;" to;n tovpon komisqh/' to; forei'on, oiJ me;n uJphrevtai tou;" desmou;" 
ejxevlusan, oJ de; tw'n iJerevwn e[xarco" eujcav" tina" ajporrhvtou" poihsavmeno" 
kai; cei'ra" ajnateivna" qeoi'" pro; th'" ajnavgkh", ejxavgei (sugkekalummevnhn 
kai; kaqivsthsin ejpi; klivmako" eij" to; oi[khma kavtw ferouvsh". ei\ta aujto;" 
me;n ajpotrevpetai meta; tw'n a[llwn iJerevwn: th'" de; katabavsh" h{ te klivmax 
ajnairei'tai kai; katakruvptetai to; oi[khma gh'" pollh'" a[nwqen ejpiforoumevnh", 
w{ste ijsovpedon tw/' loipw/' cwvmati genevsqai to;n tovpon. ou{tw me;n aiJ 
proevmenai th;n iJera;n parqenivan kolavzontai.

Noma'" de; levgetai kai; to; th'" ÔEstiva" iJero;n ejgkuvklion peribalevsqai 
tw/' ajsbevstw/ puri; frou- ejgkuvklion peribalevsqai tw/' ajsbevstw/ puri; frouravn, 
ajpomimouvmeno" ouj to; sch'ma th'" gh'" wJ" ÔEstiva" ou[sh", ajlla; tou' 
suvmpanto" kovsmou, ou| mevson oiJ Puqagorikoi; to; pu'r iJdru'sqai nomivzousi, 
kai; tou'to ÔEstivan kalou'si kai; monavda: th;n de; gh'n ou[te ajkivnhton ou[te ejn 
mevsw/ th'" perifora'" ou\san, ajlla; kuvklw/ peri; to; pu'r aijwroumevnhn ouj tw'n 
timiwtavtwn oujde; tw'n prwvtwn tou' kovsmou morivwn uJpavrcein. tau'ta de; kai; 
Plavtwnav fasi presbuvthn genovmenon dianenoh'sqai peri; th'" gh'" wJ" ejn 
eJtevra/ cwvra/ kaqestwvsh", th;n de; mevshn kai; kuriwtavthn eJtevrw/ tini; 
kreivttoni proshvkousan.

Plutarch Publius 8.8

rivon oJmorou'n ejkeivnw/ Tarkuniva" ajneivsh". hJ de; Tarkuniva parqevno" h\n 
iJevreia, miva tw'n ÔEstiavdwn, e[sce de; tima;" ajnti; touvtou megavla", ejn ai|" 
h\n kai; to; marturivan aujth'" devcesqai movnh" gunaikw'n: to; dΔ ejxei'nai 
gamei'sqai yhfisamevnwn ouj prosedevxato. kai; tau'ta me;n ou{tw 
genevsqai muqologou'si.
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Plutarch Romulus 3.3–4

Tou' de; pivstin e[conto" lovgou mavlista kai; pleivstou" mavrtura" ta; me;n 
kuriwvtata prw'to" eij" tou;" ”Ellhna" ejxevdwke Dioklh'" Peparhvqio, w/| kai; 
Favbio" oJ Pivktwr ejn toi'" pleivstoi" ejphkolouvqhke. gegovnasi de; kai; peri; 
touvtwn e{terai diaforaiv tuvpw/ dΔ eijpei'n toiou'tov" ejsti. tw'n ajpΔ Aijneivou 
gegonovtwn ejn “Albh/ basilevwn eij" ajdelfou;" duvo, Nomhvtora kai;ΔAmouvlion, 
hJ diadoch; kaqh'ken. ΔAmoulivou de; neivmanto" ta; pavnta divca, th/' de; basileiva/ 
ta; crhvmata kai; to;n ejk Troiva" komisqevnta cruso;n ajntiqevnto", ei{leto th;n 
basi leivan oJ Nomhvtwr. e[cwn ou\n oJ ΔAmouvlio" ta; crhvmata kai; plevon ajpΔ 
aujtw'n dunavmeno" tou' Nomhvtoro", thvn te basileivan ajfeivleto rJa/divw", kai; 
fobouvmeno" ejk th'" qugatro;" aujtou' genevsqai pai'da", iJevreian th'" ÔEstiva" 
ajpevdeixen, a[gamon kai; parqevnon ajei; biwsomevnhn. tauvthn oiJ me;n ΔIlivan, oiJ 
de; ÔRevan, oiJ de; Silouivan ojnomavzousi. fwra'tai de; metΔ ouj polu;n crovnon 
kuou'sa para; to;n kaqestw'ta tai'" ÔEstiavsi novmon, kai; to; me;n ajnhvkesta mh; 
paqei'n aujth;n hJ tou' basilevw" qugavthr ΔAnqw; parh/thvsato, dehqei'sa tou' 
patrov", ei{rcqh de; kai; divaitan ei\cen ajnepivmeikton, o{pw" mh; lavqoi tekou'sa 
to;n ΔAmouvlion. e[teke de; duvo pai'da" uJperfuei'" megevqei kai; kavllei. diΔ o} 
kai; ma'llon oJ ΔAmouvlio" fobhqeiv", ejkevleusen aujtou;" uJphrevthn labovnta 
rJi'yai. tou'ton e[nioi Faistuvlon ojnomavzesqai levgousin, oiJ dΔ ouj tou'ton, ajlla; 
to;n ajnelovmenon. ejnqevmeno" sin, oiJ dΔ ouj tou'ton, ajlla; to;n ajnelovmenon. 
ejnqevmeno" ou\n eij" skavfhn ta; brevfh, katevbh me;n ejpi; to;n potamo;n wJ" 
rJivywn, ijdw;n de; katiovnta pollw/' rJeuvmati kai; tracunovmenon, e[deise 
proselqei'n, ejggu;" de; th'" o[cqh" kataqei;" ajphllavsseto. tou' de; potamou' 
katakluvzonto" hJ plhmmuvra th;n skavfhn uJpolabou'sa kai; metewrivsasa 
praë vw" kathvnegken eij" cwrivon ejpieikw'" malqakovn, o} nu'n Kermalo;n kalou'si, 
pavlai de; Germanovn, wJ" e[oiken o{ti kai; tou;" ajdelfou;" germanou;" 
ojnomavzousin.

\Hn de; plhsivon ejrineov", o}n ÔRwminavlion ejkavloun, h]dia; to;n ÔRwmuvlon wJ" 
oiJ polloi; nomivzousin, h] dia; to; ta; mhrukwvmena tw'n qremmavtwn ejkei' dia; 
th;n skia;n ejndiavzein, h] mavlista dia; to;n tw'n brefw'n qhlasmovn, o{ti thvn te 
qhlh;n rJou'man wjnovmazon oiJ palaioiv, kai; qeovn tina th'" ejktrofh'" tw'n 
nhpivwn ejpimelei'sqai dokou'san ojnomavzousi ÔRoumi'nan, kai; quvousin aujth/' 
nhfavlia, kai; gavla toi'" iJeroi'" ejpispevndousin. ejntau'qa dh; toi'" brevfesi 
keimevnoi" thvn te luvkainan iJstorou'si qhlazomevnhn kai; druokolavpthn tina; 
parei'nai sunektrevfonta kai; fulavttonta. nomivzetai dΔ Arew" iJera; ta; zw/'a, 
to;n de; druokolavpthn kai; diaferovntw" Lati'noi sevbontai kai; timw'sin: o{qen 
oujc h{kista pivstin e[scen hJ tekou'sa ta; brevfh tekei'n ejx “Arew" favskousa. 
kaivtoi tou'to paqei'n aujth;n ejxapathqei'san levgousin, uJpo; tou' ΔAmoulivou 
diaparqeneuqei'san, ejn o{ploi" ejpifanevnto" aujth/' kai; sunarpavsanto". oiJ de; 
tou[noma th'" trofou' diΔ ajmfibolivan ejpi; to; muqw'de" ejktroph;n th/' fhvmh/ 
parascei'n: louvpa" ga;r ejkavloun oiJ Lati'noi tw'n te qhrivwn ta;" lukaivna" 
kai; tw'n gunaikw'n ta;" eJtairouvsa": ei\nai de; toiauvthn th;n Faistuvlou 
gunai'ka tou' ta; brevfh qrevyanto", “Akkan Larentivan o[noma. tauvth/ de; kai; 
quvousi qrevyanto", “Akkan Larentivan o[noma. tauvth/ de; kai; quvousi ÔRwmai'oi, 
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kai; coa;" ejpifevrei tou' ΔAprilivou mhno;" aujth/' oJ tou' “Arew" iJereuv", kai; 
Larentalivan kalou'si th;n eJorthvn.

Propertius 4.1.21–22

Vesta coronatis pauper gaudebat asellis,
ducebant macrae uilia sacra boues.

Propertius 4.4.69

nam Vesta, Iliacae felix tutela fauillae.

Propertius 4.11.53–54

uel cuius rasos cum Vesta reposceret ignis,
exhibuit uiuos carbasus alba focos.

Sallust Catilina 15.1

Iam primum adulescens Catilina multa nefanda stupra fecerat, cum virgine 
nobili, cum sacerdote Vestae, alia huiusce modi contra ius fasque.

Servius in Aeneidas 7.150

HAEC FONTIS STAGNA NUMICI ista iam ab incolis discuntur. Quod 
autem ait ‘stagna’ verum est: nam Numicus ingens ante fluvius fuit, in quo 
repertum est cadaver Aeneae et consecratum. Post paulatim decrescens in 
fontem redactus est, qui et ipse siccatus est sacris interceptus: Vestae enim 
libari non nisi de hoc fluvio licebat.

Servius in Aeneidas 339

NON FUTILLIS AUCTOR non inanis: nam futtile vas quodam est lato ore, 
fundo angusto, quo utebantur in sacris Vestae, quia aqua ad sacra Vestae hausta
in terra non ponitur, quod si fiat, piaculum est: unde excogitatum vas est, quod 
stare non posset, sed positum statim effunderetur. 

Servius in Aeneidas 4.57

. . . olim enim hostiae “immolatae” dicebantur mola salsa tacta...

Servius in Aeneidas 10.228

VIGILASNE DEUM GENS AENEA VIGILA verba sunt sacrorum; nam 
virgines Vestae certa die ibant ad regem sacrorum et dicebant “vigilasne rex? 
vigila.”
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Servius in Aeneidas 11.206

finitimos tollunt in agros qui enim e longinquo venerant, referri non poterant. 
urbique remittunt deest ‘unicuique’. et meminit antiquae consuetudinis: nam 
ante etiam in civitatibus sepeliebantur, quod postea Duellio consule senatus 
prohibuit et lege cavit, ne quis in urbe sepeliretur: unde imperatores et virgines 
Vestae quia legibus non tenentur, in civitate habent sepulchra. denique etiam 
nocentes virgines Vestae, quia legibus non tenentur, licet vivae, tamen intra 
urbem in campo scelerato obruebantur.

Servius in Vergilis Eclogae 8.82

Virgines Vestales tres maximae ex nonis Maiis ad pridie idus Maias alternis 
diebus spicas adoreas in corbibus messuariis ponunt easque spicas ipsae virgines 
torrent, pinsunt, molunt atque ita molitum condunt. Ex eo farre virgines ter in 
anno molam faciunt, Lupercalibus, Vestalibus, idibus septembribus, adiecto 
sale cocto et sale duro.

Suetonius Augustus 44.3

solis virginibus Vestalibus locum in theatro separatim et contra praetoris 
tribunal dedit.

Suetonius Augustus 101

Post quae rettulit Caesar capiendam virginem in locum Occiae, quae septem et 
quinquaginta per annos summa sanctimonia Vestalibus sacris praesederat; 
egitque grates Fonteio Agrippae et Domitio Pollioni quod offerendo filias de 
officio in rem publicam certarent. praelata est Pollionis filia, non ob aliud 
quam quod mater eius in eodem coniugio manebat; nam Agrippa discidio 
domum imminuerat. et Caesar quamvis posthabitam decies sestertii dote 
solatus est.

Suetonius Domitian 8.3

incesta Vestalium virginum, a patre quoque suo et fratre neglecta, varie ac 
severe coercuit, priora capitali supplicio, posteriora more veteri. Nam cum 
Oculatis sororibus, item Varronillae liberum mortis permisisset arbitrium 
corruptoresque earum relegasset, mox Corneliam maximam virginem, 
absolutam olim, dein longo intervallo repetitam atque convictam defodi 
imperavit, stupratoresque virgis in comitio ad necem caedi, excepto praetorio 
viro; cui, dubia etiam tum causa et incertis quaestionibus atque tormentis de 
semet professo, exilium indulsit.
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Suetonius Iulius 2.6

Corneliam Cinnae quater consulis filiam duxit uxorem . . . neque ut repudiaret 
compelli a dictatore Sulla ullo modo potuit. Quare et sacerdotio et uxoris dote 
et gentilicis hereditatibus multatus diversarum partium habebatur, ut etiam 
discedere e medio et quamquam morbo quartanae adgravante prope per 
singulas noctes commutare latebras cogeretur seque ab inquisitoribus pecunia 
redimeret, donec per virgines Vestales perque Mamercum Aemilium et 
Aurelium Cottam propinquos et adfines suos veniam impetravit. Satis constat 
Sullam, cum deprecantibus amicissimis et ornatissimis viris aliquamdiu 
denegasset atque illi pertinaciter contenderent, expugnatum tandem 
proclamasse sive divinitus sive aliqua coniectura: “vincerent ac sibi haberent, 
dum modo scirent eum, quem incolumem tanto opere cuperent, quandoque 
optimatium partibus, quas secum simul defendissent, exitio futurum; nam 
Caesari multos Mario inesse. 

Suetonius Iulius 83

Postulante ergo Lucio Pisone socero testamentum eius aperitur recitaturque in 
Antoni domo, quod Idibus Septembribus proximis in Lauicano suo fecerat 
demandaueratque uirgini Vestali maximae.

Suetonius Nero 12.4

Ad athletarum spectaculum invitavit et virgines Vestales, quia Olympiae 
quoque Cereris sacerdotibus spectare conceditur.

Suetonius Nero 28.1

Super ingenuorum paedagogia et nuptarum concubinatus Vestali virgini 
Rubriae vim intulit.

Suetonius Tiberius 2

Etiam virgo Vestalis fratrem iniussu populi triumphantem ascenso simul curru 
usque in Capitolium prosecuta est, ne vetare aut intercedere fas cuiquam 
tribunorum esset. 

Suetonius Tiberius 76

Postulante ergo Lucio Pisone socero testamentum eius aperitur recitaturque in 
Antoni domo, quod Idibus Septembribus proximis in Lauicano suo fecerat 
demandaueratque uirgini Vestali maximae.
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Tacitus Annales 1.8

… Augusti, cuius testamentum inlatum per Virgines Vestae Tiberium et 
Liviam heredes habuit.

Tacitus Annales 2.34

ceterum Vrgulaniae potentia adeo nimia civitati erat ut testis in causa quadam, 
quae apud senatum tractabatur, venire dedignaretur: missus est praetor qui 
domi interrogaret, cum virgines Vestales in foro et iudicio audiri, quotiens 
testimonium dicerent, vetus mos fuerit. 

Tacitus Annales 2.86

Post quae rettulit Caesar capiendam virginem in locum Occiae, quae septem et 
quinquaginta per annos summa sanctimonia Vestalibus sacris praesederat; 
egitque grates Fonteio Agrippae et Domitio Pollioni quod offerendo filias de 
officio in rem publicam certarent. praelata est Pollionis filia, non ob aliud 
quam quod mater eius in eodem coniugio manebat; nam Agrippa discidio 
domum imminuerat. et Caesar quamvis posthabitam decies sestertii dote 
solatus est. 

Tacitus Annales 4.16

utque glisceret dignatio sacerdotum atque ipsis promptior animus foret ad 
capessendas caerimonias decretum Corneliae virgini, quae in locum Scantiae 
capiebatur, sestertium viciens, et quotiens Augusta theatrum introisset ut 
sedes inter Vestalium consideret.

Tacitus Annales11.32

. . . et Vibidiam, virginum Vestalium vetustissimam, oravit pontificis maximi 
auris adire, clementiam expetere.

Tacitus Annales 15.22 

defunctaque virgo Vestalis Laelia, in cuius locum Cornelia ex familia Cossorum 
capta est.

Tacitus Historiae 3.81

obviae fuere et virgines Vestales cum epistulis Vitellii ad Antonium scriptis: 
eximi supremo certamini unum diem postulabat: si moram interiecissent, 
facilius omnia conventura. virgines cum honore dimissae; Vitellio rescriptum 
Sabini caede et incendio Capitolii dirempta belli commercia.
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Tacitus Historiae 4.53 

[Vespasian] Curam restituendi Capitolii in Lucium Vestinum confert, 
equestris ordinis virum, sed auctoritate famaque inter proceres. ab eo contracti 
haruspices monuere ut reliquiae prioris delubri in paludes aveherentur, 
templum isdem vestigiis sisteretur: nolle deos mutari veterem formam. XI 
kalendas Iulias serena luce spatium omne quod templo dicabatur evinctum 
vittis coronisque; ingressi milites, quis fausta nomina, felicibus ramis; dein 
virgines Vestales cum pueris puellisque patrimis matrimisque aqua e fontibus 
amnibusque hausta perluere. 

Tertullian De Spectaculiss 5.7

Et nunc ara Conso illi in circo defossa est ad primas metas sub terra cum 
inscriptione huiusmodi: CONSUS CONSILIO MARS DUELLO LARES 
COILLO POTENTES. Sacrificant apud eam nonis Iuliis sacerdotes publici, 
XII kalend. Septembres Flamen Quirinalis et virgines. 

Valerius Maximus 1.1.6–7

Adiciendum his quod P. Licinio pontifici maximo uirgo Vestalis, quia quadam 
nocte parum diligens ignis aeterni custos fuisset, digna uisa est quae flagro 
admoneretur. Maximae uero uirginis Aemiliae discipulam extincto igne tutam 
ab omni reprehensione Vestae numen praestitit. qua adorante, cum carbasum, 
quem optimum habebat, foculo inposuisset, subito ignis emicuit.

Valerius Maximus 1.1.10 

Quod animi iudicium in priuatorum quoque pectoribus uersatum est: urbe 
enim a Gallis capta, cum flamen Quirinalis uirginesque Vestales sacra onere 
partito ferrent, easque pontem sublicium transgressas et cliuum, qui ducit ad 
Ianiculum, ascendere incipientes L. Albanius plaustro coniugem et liberos 
uehens aspexisset, propior publicae religioni quam priuatae caritati suis ut 
plaustro descenderent inperauit atque in id uirgines et sacra inposita omisso 
coepto itinere Caere oppidum peruexit, ubi cum summa ueneratione recepta. 
grata memoria ad hoc usque tempus hospitalem humanitatem testatur: inde 
enim institutum est sacra caerimonias uocari, quia Caeretani ea infracto rei 
publicae statu perinde ac florente sancte coluerunt. quorum agreste illud et 
sordidius plaustrum tempestiue capax cuiuslibet fulgentissimi triumphalis 
currus uel aequauerit gloriam uel antecesserit.

Valerius Maximus 4.4.11

namque per Romuli casam perque ueteris Capitolii humilia tecta et aeternos 
Vestae focos fictilibus etiam nunc uasis contentos iuro nullas diuitias talium 
uirorum paupertati posse praeferri.
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Valerius Maximus 5.4.6

Magna sunt haec virilis pietatis opera, sed nescio an his omnibus valentius et 
animosius Claudiae Vestalis virginis factum. quae, cum patrem suum 
triumphantem e curru violenta tribuni pl. manu detrahi animadvertisset, mira 
celeritate utrisque se interponendo amplissimam potestatem inimicitiis 
accensam depulit. igitur alterum triumphum pater in Capitolium alterum filia 
in aedem Vestae duxit, nec discerni potuit utri plus laudis tribueretur, cui 
victoria an cui pietas comes aderat. 

Valerius Maximus 6.1. ext. 3

Post quae rettulit Caesar capiendam virginem in locum Occiae, quae septem et 
quinquaginta per annos summa sanctimonia Vestalibus sacris praesederat; 
egitque grates Fonteio Agrippae et Domitio Pollioni quod offerendo filias de 
officio in rem publicam certarent. praelata est Pollionis filia, non ob aliud 
quam quod mater eius in eodem coniugio manebat; nam Agrippa discidio 
domum imminuerat. et Caesar quamvis posthabitam decies sestertii dote 
solatus est. 

Valerius Maximus 8.1.abs.5 

Eodem auxilii genere Tucciae uirginis Vestalis incesti criminis reae castitas 
infamiae nube obscurata emersit. quae conscientia certa sinceritatis suae spem 
salutis ancipiti argumento ausa petere est: arrepto enim cribro “Vesta” inquit, 
“si sacris tuis castas semper admoui manus, effice ut hoc hauriam e Tiberi 
aquam et in aedem tuam perferam.” audaciter et temere iactis uotis sacerdotis 
rerum ipsa natura cessit.

Varro Linguae Latinae 6.21

Opsconsiva dies ab dea Ops Consiva, cuius in Regia sacrarium quod adeo 
artum, ut eo praeter virgines Vestales et sacerdotem publicum introeat nemo. 
“Is cum eat, suffibulum ut habeat,” scriptum: id dicitur ut ab suffi<g>endo 
subfigabulum.

Varro Linguae Latinae 6.32

Dies qui vocatur, “Quando stercum delatum fas” ab eo appellatus, quod eo die 
ex Aede Vestae stercus everritur et per Capitolium Clivum in locum defertur 
certum.

Vergil Aeneid 2.296–297

sic ait et manibus uittas Vestamque potentem
aeternumque adytis effert penetralibus ignem.
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Vergil Aeneid 2.567–70

Iamque adeo super unus eram, cum limina Vestae
seruantem et tacitam secreta in sede latentem
Tyndarida aspicio; dant claram incendia lucem
erranti passimque oculos per cuncta ferenti. 



Appendix B
List of known Vestals in chronological order

Rhea Silvia c. 770 bce (legendary)
Pinaria c. 600 bce (legendary)
Oppia immolated 483 bce
Postumia acquitted of incestum in 420 bce
Minucia immolated 337 bce
Tuccia third century bce
Sextilia immolated 274 bce
Caparronia immolated 266 bce
Opimia immolated 216 bce
Floronia immolated 216 bce
Aemilia served as Vestal from c. 210 – post 178 bce
Claudia post 143 bce
Aemilia served as Vestal from c. 140–114 bce
Licinia C. f. served as Vestal from c. 140–113 bce
Marcia immolated 113 bce
Popillia served as Vestal from c. 100–70 bce
Perpennia served as Vestal from c. 100–70 bce
Licinia served as Vestal from pre 73 to post 63 bce.
Fabia served as Vestal from 73 to pre 58 bce
Arruntia served as Vestal post 70 bce
Fonteia served as Vestal pre 69 bce
Scantia served as Vestal from c. 40 bce – ce 23
Occia served as Vestal from c. 40 bce – ce 19
Valeria served as Vestal some time in the first century ce
Lepida served as Vestal in the first half of the first century ce
Domitia Pollionis f. served as Vestal from c. 10 – post 19 ce
Cornelia served as Vestal some time post 23 ce
Aurelia Q. Aurelii Filia served as Vestal some time post 30 ce
Vibidia served as Vestal some time pre 48 ce
Iunia C. Silani f. Torquata served as Vestal some time post 48 ce
Cornelia served as Vestal from c. 50 – 91 ce
Rubria 54 ce
Laelia 62 ce
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Varronilla served as Vestal some time from c.10 – 83 ce
Aelia Oculata 83 ce
Licinia Praetextata Crassi f. post 92 ce
Iunia 107 ce
Octavia Honorata served as Vestal in the third century ce
Bellicia Modesta served as Vestal in the third century ce
Calpurnia Praetextata served as Vestal in the third century ce
Teia Euphrosyne Ruffina c. 200 ce
Vettenia Sabinilla 200 ce
Numisia L. f. served as Vestal post 204 ce
Clodia Laeta c. 213 ce
Pomponia Rufina 213 ce
Aurelia Severa post 213 ce
Cannutia Crescentina post 213 ce
Flavia L. f. Publicia post 213 ce
Terentia Flavola post 215 ce
Aquilia Severa 218 ce
Campia Severina post 240 ce
Flavia Mamilia post 240 ce
Terentia Rufilla served as Vestal 250 – 301 ce
Claudia post 364 ce
Coelia Concordia post 385 ce

Vestals of unknown date

Sossia Maxima
Coelia Claudiana
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