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Latin, like Greek,would originally havepossessedno words re
ferring specifically to the legalistic notion of adultery.Moechusis
freely usedby Plautus,as for exampleat Amph. 135, where it is
applied to Jupiterin referenceto his liaison with Alcumena.It is
obviousfrom Plautus'useof theword that it waswell established
in colloquial Latin by his time. Thoughit might sometimeshave
beentakendirectly from a Greekoriginal, it alsooccursin 'Plaut
ine' passages,as for example at Mil. 1398 ('gestit moecho hoc
abdomenadimere'),where a threat is madeto, castratethe miles
and hang his genitalia around his neck like the fascinum of a
Romanboy (variousLatin punson the doublesenseof testisare
found in the passage),and at Poen. 862 ('facio quod manufesti
moechi hau ferme solent'), a passagein which anotherPlautine
pun is made,on the doublesenseof uasa.Wordsof the sameroot
as adulter may only recently have undergonespecialisationin
Latin; certainlytheyarerarein Plautus(adulteronce,adulterium3
times, adultero once). Moreoveradultero, as we have seen,still
has its earlier meaning,and the only exampleof adulter is juxta
posedwith uxor (Amph. 1049 'ubi quemquehominemaspexero,
... siue uxoremsiue adulterum,... uidebo,... obtruncabo');it
is in such a context that a generalword 'corrupter' might have
takenon the sense'corrupterof a marriedwoman'.Terenceuses
moechusbut neveradulter; onemay doubtwhetherthe latterwas
fully establishedin the specialisedmeaningat the time of extant
early Latin.

In the educatedlanguageit was eventually adulter which
triumphed, = 'adulterer';moechuscontinuedas a colloquial or
vulgar equivalent.In proseof the late Republicand first century
there is only one exampleof moechus(-a), in Caelius,apo Cic.
Fam. 8.7.2. Adulter, as the educatedand indeed legalistic term,
doesnot seemto haveacquiredthe samemoregeneralmeaningas
moechus87

). Moechus had obviously been downgraded,since it
could not havebeena vulgarismwhenTerenceusedit.

87) One should probably ignore glossessuch as CGL V.222.17 meretrix
fornicatrix adultera aut libidinosa, and IV.116.6 meritoria loca tabernarum ubi
adulteria committuntur. Glossatorssometimesseemto neglect the distinctions
betweenwhores,adulteressesand concubines:note CGL V.503.45 impelicatusin
domum concubinarum,where concubinarummust be equivalentto meretricum
(for domususedof a brothel,see,e.g. CGL V.366.19,381.35,621.32).A glossin
which lena appearsto be equatedwith words for 'prostitute' (CGL IV.364.54
meretrix, lupa, len[i]a, scortum,codd.abde),if it is not corrupt,mayaIsobe put
down to the glossators'indifferenceto the technicalitiesof illicit sex.
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By undergoing generalisation moechus (-a) came full circle to
the (hypothetical) early sense of IlOLX6~ in Greek, but the indeter
minacy of the distinction between fomication and adultery in
popular thought is no more than a general background to the
semantic development; it does not explain it. In English it is
unthinkable that adu/teress could be used of a whore, unless the
whore was married and there was a special reason for using the
technical term. On the other hand an adulteress might be referred
to abusively as a 'whore', as a form of hyperbole: by such a usage
it is suggested that a woman who might be guilty of only a
passin§ indiscretion has the professional's addiction to illicit inter
course 8). The origin of the semantic transfer of moecha (-us) must
lie in a comparable hyperbole. The stigma associated with adulte
ry, both for the violator of the matrona and for the matrona
herself, was great in Roman eyes, whereas that associated with
whoring was less (Ter. Ade/ph. 101, Cic. Cael. 48, Hor. Sat.
1.2.31 ff., Sen. Contr. 9.2.13 f., Schol. ad Hor. Sat. 1.2.31). To
call someone an 'adulteress', even if the charge was false, was no
doubt a particularly strong form of abuse89

). Used as ageneralised
hyperbolical term of condemnation, a word meaning 'adulteress'
would come to mean little more than 'shameless'; hence it could
readily be applied to a whore. The first example of moecha which
does not seem to have its technical sense is in Catull. 42, where the
woman who has kept the poet's pugillaria is a number of times
called a moecha putida.

Diminutives
There is a strong tendency for diminutives to be used of

prostitutes (cf. Gk. haLQLÖLOV, lWQVLDLOV). This is not surpris
ing, given the tone both of affection and contempt that diminut
ives could convey in the appropriate context. A good example of
an affectionate diminutive is at Catull. 10.3 ('scortillum, ut mihi
turn repente uisumst, / non sane inlepidum neque inuenustum').
The woman had wit and sophistication, and the diminutive was
'weniger derb als scortum' (Kroll). It does not occur elsewhere (cf.
CGL II.532.18 scortu/um idem (17 scortum pornia».

88) Meretrix is sometimes used loosely in this way (Quint. 8.4.2 'nam et
inpudicam meretricem uocauit (Cicero)'; cf. Prop. 3.11.39, Hor. Epist. 1.2.25,
Plm. Nat. 9.119; TLL VIII.827.56ff.). Cf. n. 32 on lupula, and see also Herter,
RAC III.1156.

89) It is of note that Dio Chrysostom, in order to stigmatise brothels, pimps
and whoring, hyperbolically refers to lro(!vda as IJ.oLXda at 7.139. See Herter,
RAC III.1156,]bAC 3 (1960), p. 106.

23 Rhein. Mus. f. Philnl. 126/3-4
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Meretricula is probably used in a favourable (pathetic) sense
at Plaut. Rud. 63 ('conscendit nauem, auehit meretriculas'), in ref
erence to Ampelisca and Palaestra. These girls, as has been men
tioned, were youthful and innocent. Similarly at Livy 39.9.6 me
retricula is used of a freedwoman not suited to her quaestus, who
se generosity is stressed in the context. On the other hand at Plin.
Nat. 36.82 ('supremumque illud, ne quis regum opes miretur,
minimam ex iis, sed laudatissimam, a Rhodopide meretricula fac
tarn') the word is pejorative. There is a contrast here: the most
wondrous of the pyramids was built by a mere whore. Cf. Cic.
Verr. 3.30, 5.34. Diminutives of course often lost their marked
quality: note Quint. 11.3.74 'in comoediis ... meretriculae, an
cillae, ... matronae, puellae inter. se discernuntur', where meret
ricula is indistinguishable from meretrix.

There can be little doubt that femella at Catull. 55.7 has a
contemptuous sense; it is applied to pessimae puellae (cf. 10) who
are parading in the colonnade of Pompey, a place where girls
could be picked Up90). The reflexes of jemella in Gallo-romance
retain the pejorative sense 'woman of low life'91).

Muliercula is used 14 times in Plautus, 10 times in the Rudens
where it is usually applied to Palaestra and Ampelisca. In this play
the force of the diminutive is either to stress the youth of the girls,
or their vulnerability (e. g. 162 'mulierculas uideo sedentes in sca
pha solas duas; ut adflictantur miserae'). But muliercula is often
used of low women, whores and the like: e. g. Plaut. Pseud. 675
'ut lenoni surruperem mulierculam', Cic. Verr. 3.31 'de comissa
tione loquerentur inter se ac de mulierculis, si quas a praetore
abeuntis possent deprehendere', Cluent. 37, Cat. 2.23. For the
non-pejorative use, see also HA., Comm. 2.892

).

The diminutive of lupa, lupula, found in Apuleius (Met.
3.22, 5.11), does not, as we have seen, indicate a whore in the
technical sense, but a woman obsessed by the desire for inter
course (see above, n. 32).

Amicula, like amica in later Latin, undoubtedly had a pejora
tive sense, but it probably means 'mistress' rather than 'prosti
tute': e. g. Suet. Ca/. 33 'quotiens uxoris uel amiculae collum ex
oscularetur', Arnob. Nat. 4.22 'concubinis, pelicibus atque ami-

90) See C. J. Fordyce, Catullus, a Commentary (Oxford, 1961), p.227,
Daremberg-Saglio, 111.2.1837.

91) FEW III.448 (see above, n. 13).
92) See further TLL VIII. 1575.41 ff.
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culis delectatus', 4.34 'quas amiculas coniugi, quas uxori antepo
suerit pelices'.

Anxicia
At CGL 11.566.34 anxicia is glossed by meretrix. The au

thenticity of the word is accepted by Schneider, PW XV.l.l019
(= 'Würgerin', 'strangler'), but i! cannot be genuine. It does not
fit into any of the categories of -zcius formations93

), and its mean
ing and semantic development would be inexplicable. G. Schepss
(ALL VIII (1893), p. 500) plausibly suggests Angitia, a proper
name. Angitia was allegedly a name of Medea: Servo ad Virg.
Aen. 7.750 'hi ergo populi Medeam Angitiam nominauerunt ab eo
quod eius carminibus serpentes angerent', CGL 11.370.43 Mrj&w
Anguitia.

Paelex
Paelex in origin had a highly specialised sense. A paelex was

not simply a concubine, but 'a mistress installed as a riyal or in
addition to a wife' (OLD). Dependent on paelex may be the geni
tive of a word indicating the lawful wife (e. g. eie. Cluent. 199):
hence it is the status of the mistress in relation to the wife, not to
the husband/lover, which is stressed. But in ordinary usage of the
Empire the word came to indicate no more than a woman (or
even male) who had intercourse with a married man: Dig.
50.16.144 'Granius Flaccus in libro de iure Papiriano scribit pelli
cem nunc uulgo uocari, quae cum eo, cui uxor sit, corpus misce
at', Fest. p. 248 'pelices nunc quidem appellantur alienis succum
bentes non solum feminae, sed etiam mares. antiqui proprie eam
pelicem nominabant, quae uxorem habenti nubebat'. Later it is
possible that no distinction was made between a paelex and a
meretrix: note Isid. Etym. 10.228 'peccator a pelice, id est meretri
ce uocatus', and CGL 111.272.8 hai(Ja, nO(JVYJ, scortum, meretrix,
amica, pe/lex. Paelex (note the form pe/lex above) seems to have
been popularly associated withpellicio, 'entice, seduce': note CGL
11, praej. p. XIII 'pellicio blanditus decipio: unde et pelices concu
binae uocantur, ~uae blanditus fallunt', CGL V. 509.48 pellicien
tes meretricantes ). Its loss of semantic precision would no doubt
have accompanied its progressive obsolescence.

93) For which see Leumann, pp. 301 f. (see above, n. 53).
94) The obscure gloss CGL Seal. V.611.31 scrutitum pellica (scrutitum =

scortum, scortillum, scortulum?) may contain a remodelling of paelex (marked for
gender) perpetrated by someone who associated the noun with pellicio. Or did the
gloss originally contain pellicula? For various conjectures, see G. Goetz, Thesaurus
Glossarum Emendatarum II (Leipzig, 1901) (= CGL VII), p. 246.
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Scordiscum
The glosses CGL IV,423.3, V. 610.63 (scordiscum scortum)

and V,482.63 (scortum sordiscum, id est meretrix; here sordiscum is
obviously a popular etymology, < sordes) are difficult to inter
pret. Scordiscus (a late word, which does not survive in Romance)
meant 'saddle' (see CGL 11.180. 20, III.327,4)95), and scordiscum is
equated with corium crudum at CGL IV.168.31, 569.37 al. There
is no other evidence for the sexual use of scordiscum. The possi
bility cannot be ruled out that glossators familiar with the literal
sense of scortum artificially imposed the same derived sense on the
similar form scordiscum.

Culiola
CGL 11.164.9 (publica culiola T:(Jtßa<;) contains a unique deri

vative of culus. PuGlica shows that the reference is to a woman
who sold some form of sex (see above, p. 343 on the implication of
the adjective). A T:(Jtßa<; was an active lesbian, not one who made
use of her culus; the gloss must be inaccurate. A culiola (if the
word is genuine) could only be a woman who offered anal inter
course (for money). One might compare the Pompeian culibonia
(CIL IV.8473), on which F. Munari remarks 'puella culibonia est
sine dubio meretrix «quae bonum culum habet»'96). For such a
woman, see, for example, Auson. Epigr. 79.7, p. 341 P.97); and cf.
the use of cunnus, pars pro toto, referred to above, p. 322,

Diabolaris
This s~elling, attested in medieval Latin with the meaning

'prostitute' ), is not to be regarded as a current term at any time.
Nor is the usa~e based directly on the literal meaning 'devilish
one, she-devil'9 ). It is a malapropism due to a misunderstanding
of the long glossators' tradition of equating diobolares at Plaut.
Cist. 407 with meretrices (whereas Plautus had really used the
adjective as an epithet of whores): note Fest. p. 65 'diobolares

95) See further A. Souter, A Glossary of Later Latin to 600 A.D. (Oxford,
1949), s.v.

96) 'De inscriptione Pompeiana, CIL IV, Suppl. Pars 111, Nr. 8473', RCCM
3 (1961), p. 105.

97) See further Munari, op. cit., pp. 105 f.
98) See C. Du Cange, Glossarium Mediae et Infimae Latinitatis, s.v.
99) H. E. Wedeck, 'Synonyms for Meretrix', Class. Weekly 37 (1943-4),

p. 117 asserts that diabola, 'she-devil', could be used of a whore. I have not been
able to trace this alleged usage. Since Wedeck's article contains a number of gross
errors and spurious items, I assume that he had diabolaris in mind.
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meretrices dicuntur, quae duobus obolis ducuntur', CGL V.
496.68 diouolares uilissime meretrices. For this type of epithet, cf.
quadrantaria, above, p. 340.

Lodix
A gloss (CGL V.602.49) gives lodix (lit. 'covering, counter

pane') the meaning meretrix (ludices meretrices: note the form
ludix). It is difficult to see how the word could have acquired such
a sense (although torus 'bed' is dose to the sense 'mistress' at Plin.
Nat. 35.87). The gloss may be based on a misunderstanding of an
anecdote such as that told at Isid. Etym. 19.26.2: 'ludices aludis, id
est theatris, uocatos quidam existimant: quum enim egrediebantur
de ludi prostibulo iuuenes, horum uelamento tegebant caput et
faciem; quia solet erubescere qui lupanar intrauerit'. A glossator
may have taken ludix in the sense 'whore at the ludi'.

IV

Condusion

Different methods of soliciting lie behind most of the genu
ine terms for 'prostitute' discussed above. Very few words con
tained in origin any allusion to sexual acts or body parts. Scortum
and culiola are exceptionsIOO

), but the origin of scortum had prob
ably been forgotten by the historical period. It has been suggested
~hat Sp.. ram~ra and Pg. rameira (''prostit~t~'6 reflect a!1 adjecti,:e
"'ramarza, = related to the ramus, 1. e. pems 1 I), but thls theory IS

fanciful; the most likely source of the usage is that certain whores
discreetly advertised their profession by hanging a branch on their
doorI02

).

100) The gloss curua graece scorta (CGL VIl.pp.243 f.) and NGK. 'Xov(Jßa
have nothing to do with a schema ueneris. Curua is not a Latin word, but a
Slavonic term for 'whore' (Serbo-Croat, Ch.-Sl. kur/va, SCr., Boh. kurva, Pol.
kurwa) which was borrowed by various neighbouring languages (see H. Schu
chardt, 'Curua = meretrix', ALL 13 (1904), p. 406; cf. W. Heraeus, op. cit., p. 58).

101) See W. Goldberger, 'Kraftausdrücke im Vulgärlatein', Glotta 18
(1930), p. 62. For ramus = 'penis' (a usage which did not survive in Romance), see
Novius 21, Diomedes, GL 1.451.7, Auson. Cent. Nupt. 105, p. 216 P., Prudent.
adu. Symm. 1.115.

102) See J. Corominas, Diccionario critico etimol6gico de la lengua castellana
(Madrid, 1954), III, p. 987. For another explanation, see Buck (see above, n. 17),
p.1368.



358 J. N. Adams

Most of the words seen above were admissible in the educa
ted language, although a number denoted lower-class prostitutes
(e.g. proseda, prostibulum, sellaria). The only terms whichthere
is any reason to regard as vulgar, regional or substandard are
pellicula (rustic), lupa, lupatria, culiola, putta, and perhaps moe
cha.

Manchester J. N. Adams




