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In the last h
u
n
d
r
e
d
 years, correlations b

e
t
w
e
e
n
 N
e
w
 C
o
m
e
d
y
 a
n
d
 Hellenistic 

ethical doctrine, especially that of the Peripatos, have received m
u
c
h
 scholarly at- 

tention’. Pythagoreanism in G
r
e
e
k
 c
o
m
e
d
y
 w
a
s
 mentioned relatively recently in 

this context by Geoffrey A
m
o
t
t
 in his c

o
m
m
e
n
t
a
r
y
 on the fragments of Alexis’s 

Tarantinoi and Pythagorizousa (
A
r
n
o
t
t
 
1996). 

S
o
 
far, however, 

little attention 
has been paid to this 

ideology —
 w
h
i
c
h
 w
a
s
 native to Italy —

 as a potential intel- 
lectual partner to R

o
m
a
n
 comedy’. 

In the present essay | argue that Pythagorean 
echoes 

can 
be 

detected 
in 

one 
particular 

c
o
m
e
d
y
,
 
Plautus’ Poenulus, 

and 
ask 

whether Plautus’ audience might indeed have recognized t
h
e
m
 as such. 

Should 
the a

n
s
w
e
r
 to the latter q

u
e
s
t
i
o
n
 b
e
 affirmative, w

e
 w
o
u
l
d
 
b
e
 calling attention to 

a 
hitherto neglected n

u
a
n
c
e
 of the intellectual background of the fabula palliata. 

I. P
U
D
O
R
 M
E
R
E
T
R
I
C
I
U
S
 

M
y
 case study 

is the discourse of p
u
d
o
r
 put in the m

o
u
t
h
 
of the prostitute 

A
d
e
l
p
h
a
s
i
u
m
 
in 

the 
Poenulus, 

w
h
i
c
h
 
I 

will 
c
o
m
p
a
r
e
 
to 

pseudo-Pythagorean 
letters 

and 
treatises 

circulating 
under 

the 
n
a
m
e
s
 
of 6*- 

or 5"-century 
female 

philosophers of that school. T
h
e
s
e
 texts ascribed to Melissa, Phyntis, and T

h
e
a
n
o
 

contain 
primarily advice 

to 
w
o
m
e
n
;
 
they 

are 
almost certainly p

s
e
u
d
o
n
y
m
o
u
s
 

and have been dated b
e
t
w
e
e
n
 the fourth and third centuries B

C
E
 b
y
 T
h
e
s
l
e
f
f
 

(1961). 

‘Peripatetic (e.g. W
e
b
s
t
e
r
 
1950: 

195--219; 
G
a
i
s
e
r
 
1967: 

8-38; 
W
e
h
r
l
i
 
1970: 

1
4
7
-
1
5
2
)
 a
n
d
 

Stoic (e.g. P
o
h
l
e
n
z
 
1940: 270). 

2 * 
Arcellaschi’s discussion (1982) of the original performance of the Amphitruo is, to the best 

o
f
 m
y
 k
n
o
w
l
e
d
g
e
,
 the only exception. 

3 
This dating has been challenged by several studies, both of particular authors of Pseudopy- 

thagorica and of groups of texts (cf. M
a
c
r
i
s
 
2002: 79-85), but no such challenge has been set 

regarding the date o
f
 the texts (allegedly) authored b

y
 w
o
m
e
n
;
 for e

x
a
m
p
l
e
 
P
l
a
n
t
 
2
0
0
1
 
accepts
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Adelphasium (“Little Sister”) and her sister enter the stage splendidly attired 

(210). They are on their way to the festival of Aphrodisia, and te
ll the audience 

that, in the hope of finding solvent clients at the festival, they have worked 

extremely hard on their appearances. Little Sister feels that their efforts were too 

much and launches into a critique of women’s excessive grooming, eventually 

advocating her unique brand of moral excellence: pudor meretricius, or whorish 

virtue. Her program calls for shorter bath time, modest attire, and chastity, 

prescriptions in obvious conflict with her professional aspirations. For the 

purposes of this paper, I am not interested in Adelphasium’s identity crisis and 

its implications (though they are fascinating), but will instead focus exclusively 

on the pedigree of the wisdom she preaches. 

Her lecture begins with a joke. A man who wishes to take on loads of work 

(uim negoti) should buy himself either a woman or a ship. Why? Both must be 

outfitted countless times‘. To explain what she means, Adelphasium describes 

the bathing, scrubbing, washing, and rinsing that kept both sisters and six other 

people busy from dawn till broad day“. The length of women’s baths and the 

extent of women’s spending are frequent objects of Plautine jokes, so this aspect 

of Little Sister’s speech is in itself not particularly remarkable*. What is remark- 

able is the conclusion of her speech, which seems to refer to a specific ideal of 

purity (Poen. 228-232): 

Postremo modus muliebris nullus est. 
Neque umquam lavando et [ricando 

scimus facere neniam. 
Nam quae lauta est nisi perculta est, meo 

quidem animo quasi inluta est. 

Theslett’s dating. As for the dates of the Pseudopythagorica in general, the opinion curren
tly pre- 

vailing among scholars is that this type of wriling flourished between third and second centuries 

BCE (so Centrone 1996: 148- 150 and Kahn 2001: 74) but began in the fourth (Riedweg 2005: 

122). 

1 214 f.: “Neque umquam sat istae duae res ornantur/ neque is ulla omandi satis satietas est” 

(“These two things are never sufficiently outfitted, nor is there an end to outfitting them sufficien
t- 

ly”). For sat as a part of philosophical vocabulary in the second century, see Turpilius (fr. 144 

Ribbeck): “Ut philosophi aiunt isti quibus quidvis sat est” (“As those philosophers say for whom 

anything is sufficient’). 

5 Tt may be worth noting that the morning toilette is both described in eight verses and requires 

eight people - two girls + four maidservants + two slaves - and that the number eight was considered 

by the Pythagoreans “feminine”; cf. Burkert 1972: 469, esp. n. 18. Maurach (1975, ad loc.) notes 

another numeric peculiarity in the is passage: the lines 210-253 form a harmonious sequence, with 

210-232 falling into three sections of 5, 8, and 8 verses, and 233-253 into a sequence of four sec- 

tions of 7, 7, 7, 6 lines respectively. 

° Dinarchus, for example, claims that Phronesium has spent more lime in the water than any 

fish (True. 322-325). 
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After all, there is no such thing as feminine modus. 
And we are never able to stop 

Washing and scrubbing, 
Indeed, a woman who is washed seems dirty to me, unless she is perculta. 

The word per-culta is quite puzzling (cf. Maurach 1975) because, when 

taken to mean ‘well-groomed’, it directly contradicts the spirit of Adelphasium’s 

diatribe against excessive grooming. This logical conundrum disappears if we 

notice that Little Sister says that the perculta is a woman who applies the ab- 

stract principle of modus, the right measure, to her appearance. In other words, 

her physical cultus reflects a meta-physical one. Adelphasium’s point is thus that 

a woman, no matter how well she washes, remains dirty unless she is also deco- 

rous. In this context, the Latin adjective per-culta would thus seem to render the 

Greek term eù-kooptog, ‘decorous’. The ideal of eùkoouía is associated, in the 
most general sense, with orderly behavior in public’, Female eUKoopita in Athens 

and other Greek cities was the concern of male officials, the gunaikonomoi, 

who were in charge of curtailing luxury and supervising women’s behaviour at 

feasts and funerals*. Ebkocpia was also a subject considered by male lawgivers 

(Aeschines, /n Tim. 183) and philosophers (Aristotle, Polit. 1322b 39). What we 

witness in Plautus’ Poenulus, however, is a woman voicing concern for women’s 

ev-Koopta. This is by no means a common literary device, and the only parallel 
to it is found in the Letter to Cleareta, attributed to the Pythagorean philosopher 

Melissa, to which I will soon return’. 

For now, let us go back to Little Sister and her discussion of modus. As she 

continues her sermon, the Plautine meretrix insists that moderation is the best 

attitude to adopt in all matters: “Modus in omnibus rebus, soror, optimum est 

habitu” (“moderation is the best attitude to take in all matters”, 238). The idea 

of moderation was a common element of Greek popular morality". But Plautus’ 

“Modus in omnibus rebus optumum est habitu” looks like a translation of the 

7 Gold (1977: 3-5) offers an insightful history of the concept up to the fourth century BCE, 
stressing its political and military connotations. 

$ On the gunaikonomoi, see O° Sullivan 2001 and her references. 

* Thesle ff (1965: 115-121): Abtopdtws éuiv paivyn mAgova tv KaA@v xev: TO yap Eomou- 
Baouévwc ÉBÉAEV td droüoar nepì yuvaıkög EdKoouiag kaAdv EAnida 180i Sti WEAAEIG noAroüobar 
Kat’ dpetúv (“You seem to be naturally filled with noble qualities. The fact that you so zealously 
desire to hear about proper conduct for women provides the noble hope that you will grow old in 

righteousness”). My Pandora search revealed twenty-four instances of edkoopta of women dis- 
cussed in Greek texts; the letter attributed to Melissa is the only example that features a female 

speaker discussing this notion. 

I! Apparently, the seven sages offered to Delphic Apollo the concept of pndév &yav as the fruit 

of their collective wisdom; cf. Pausanias X 24, 1. The gnomon appears in Theognis (e.g. 1335; 401), 
Plato (e.g. 228e 3; 45e L), and Euripides (Hip. 265); Plutarch (116D 11) cites a fragment from Pindar 

containing this proverb.
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gnomon pétpov 8’ ni now äpıotov, which occurs in the corpus of Greek texts 

six times, each time associated with the Pythagoreans. Most importantly for our 

purposes, this proverb appears in the Pythagorean Golden Verses'', a fourth-cen- 

tury poem in hexameter, whose Latin translation might have been in circulation 

in the second-century; the proverb also appears in Theano’s Letter to Callisto, 

another pseudonymous Pythagorean text addressed to women". 

Adelphasium’s speech concludes with her own curious proposal of pudor 

meretricius, or “whorish modesty” (304-307): 

Meretricem pudorem gerere magi’ decet quam purpuram 

magi que id meretricem pudorem quam aurum gerere, condecet. 
Pulchrum ornatum turpes mores peius caeno conlinunt, 
lepidi mores turpem ornatum facile factis comprobant. 

For a prostitute it is more fitting to deck herself with modesty than a purple robe. 

And indeed to wear modesty rather than gold is more befitting a prostitute. 

An ugly disposition stains a pretty dress worse than mud. 
A beautiful disposition will easily earn approval for an ugly dress. 

The very idea of a prostitute preaching chastity is of course hilarious, but 

Adelphasium’s attitude, in addition to being a paradox, also appears to be a par- 

ody of Pythagorean advice for women. Melissa’s Letter to Cleareta — which, 

as we saw, features a woman advising another woman on edKoopia asserts pre- 

cisely the opposite, namely, that purple and gold are fitting on/y for prostitutes. 

Wives — unlike prostitutes — do not need them because they are already adorned 
by modesty: 

xph Ov tv owyppova Kai Ékeudépav [...] quev S và gohärtı AevKoeipova Kai Ka- 
Bäpıov kai dpeÂñ (...} rapairnréov yap abt cv Stavyr Kal Siamdppupov Kai ta 
xpvaóraota tav tvöundtwv. taig étaipaig yap rade xpñouia nottav twv nAedvwv 
Oripav, tac 5¢ 108’ Eva tov tbiov ebapectoboag yuvaikdç Kédopoc 6 TPONOG méAEL 

Kai oùx ai orokal. 

A modest and elegant woman [...] must wear a clean, white, and simple dress [...]. 

She must banish genuine purple dresses and those decorated with purple or gil- 

ded from her wardrobe. These things are useful for prostitutes [...]; character, not 

1 See GY (38b—39): und’ dvekeódepog io. HÉTpov 8 ei râoiv dpiotov./ npäcoe de 128", à oe 
un BAdwer, Aôyioa dE mpd Epyou (“But don’t be stingy. Measure is best in all things./ Do the things 
that will not harm you, always think before the deed”). Thom (1995: 162, n. 299) lists other refer- 

ences to this maxim in Greek literature. 

1 Thesle ft (1965: 197 £.): kaì yap én rv Oeparaivv tabróv- À pév dyav dveors Siaquviav 
éuroiet tic neiBapxiag, 1 dE Eníraars tg dvayıng SidAvow tfig pew. Kai Emi tovtou Set voeïv, 
uérpov 6 'éni näcıv dpiorov. Eppwoo (“...and the same holds true about your maidservants. An ex- 
cessively lax discipline makes [your] authority inconsistent, while an increase [in discipline] inevi- 
tably undoes [their) strength. You must keep in mind the proverb ‘moderation is best in all things’. 

Farewell”). 
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clothing, is a fitting ornament for a woman who seeks to please only her own hus- 
band. 

Both passages indicate that gold and purple are inappropriate for women who 

are already bedecked with decency. However, whereas Melissa gives this ad- 

vice to wives, Little Sister appropriates it for her perverse discourse of pudor 

meretricius. Incidentally, her slogan, “Decency (pudor), not clothing, is a fitting 

ornament for a woman”, echoes a motto found in yet another of the pseudo- 

Pythagorean texts addressed to women mentioned above, epi yvvaixoc owppo- 

oûvas (On Womans Self-control), attributed to Phyntis®. 

The similarities between advice to women found in pseudo-Pythagorean texts 

and the Plautine lesson of whorish morality are so persistent that one is tempted 

to postulate that the Poenulus deliberately pokes fun at the virtues proposed 
in these texts. First, however, we need to ask if it is historically feasible for 

Pythagorean concepts to have found their way into the Poenulus. 

2. PYTHAGORA, CIVIS ROMANUS 

The Pythagorizing woman is a figure attested to in several fragments and 

titles of Greek comedies, including those by Alexis". Since Alexis happens to be 

the author of the Karchedonios, the main model for Plautus’ Poenulus's, it seems 

perfectly reasonable to conjecture that his play mocked some pseudo-Pythago- 

rean instructions for women, such as those from the texts that came down to us 

under the names of Theano, Phyntis, and Melissa, and that some of that humour 

found its way into the Latin comedy. 

While this may be an interesting piece of trivia, the real question for a histo- 

rian of Roman theater is what Plautus’ audience would have made of such remi- 

niscences, if, indeed, they are such. Needless to say, it would be naive to pretend 

that pseudo-Pythagorean texts attributed to women were widely read in early 

second-century Rome. But it would be equally naive to claim that Pythagorean 

lore was unknown to Plautus’ audience. In the third century BCE, the Romans 

B Thesieff (1965: 153): xpwparı dé panöpuveodan trav notüna pi émaxt@ kai dAAotpiw. tH 
§ oikfu TW oWpatos &' aùT@ rw Üdatog dnoAovoépvay, koop 5 uäAAov abta&v aloybva (“And 
she should brighten her face not with an imported and foreign colour but with the natural colour of 
her own body; having washed with water, she should adorn herself with modesty”). Cf. also lambli- 
chus’ rendition of Pythagoras’ address to women (VP 11, 56). 

See fr. 201 and 202 Kassel and Austin (= K-A); cf. also Cratinus, fr. 6 and 7 K-A, Antipha- 

nes, fr. 133 and 225 K-A, and Aristophon, fr. 223 K-A. 

'S Cf Arnott 1996: 284-287; Alexis was a native of Magna Graecia known for exploiting Py- 
thagorean motifs in at least two of his plays, Pythagorizousa and Tarantinoi (see above). The frag- 
ments of the Tarantinoi show the playwright’s conscious irony towards Pythagorean views, which is 

comparable with the ridicule of the discourses of virtue and abstinence in the Poenulus.
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honoured Pythagoras by erecting his statue in their Forum (Pliny, NH XXXIV 

26). A spurious, but tenacious, tradition associated Pythagoras with Rome’s leg- 

endary king Numa. In 181 BCE, someone tried to capitalize on this connec- 

tion, orchestrating a “discovery” of Pythagorean books allegedly authored by 

the king, which the senate immediately ordered to be burned'#. The attempted 

forgery would seem to indicate that not only Pythagorean ideas, but also pseudo- 

Pythagorean writings, were a phenomenon well-known in early second-century 

Rome. Another potential medium for disseminating Pythagorean ideas — espe- 

cially among women — could have been the Bacchanalian cult suppressed in 196 
BCE, which, as Walter Bukert argues, could have contained elements of both 

Orphism and Pythagoreanism'”. 

Cicero’s references to an eclectic Pythagorean poem authored by Appius 

Claudius Caecus and to the Elder Cato’s familiarity with memory exercises, 

which he knew from the Golden Verses, corroborale the impression that 

Pythagoreanism would indeed have been popular among the Roman elite in the 

third and second centuries BCE". In fact, Cato not only demonstrates knowledge 

of the Pythagorean literature on diet in De agri cultura”, but is also believed to 

have brought Ennius, whose Annales and Epicharmus reflect Pythagorean beliefs, 

to Rome". Ennius was a poet who relied on patronage and accepted commissions 

to write works for specific benefactors, including Ambracia, which was written 

for Fulvius Nobilior, and Scipio, written for Scipio Africanus". The Pythagorist 

philosophizing present in Ennius’ works thus gives testimony to something more 

than his own predilections — the interests of his elite Roman contemporaries. One 

of his patrons, Fulvius Nobilior, the author of De fastis and founder of the temple 
2332 

of “Hercules the leader of the Muses’™, almost certainly shared the poet’s interest 

16 For an authoritative discussion of the affair, see Gruen 1990: 163-168. 

'? On Orphic, Bacchic, and Pythagorean syncretism, see Burkert 1972: 125-135. 

8 Tuse. IV 4: “Mihi quidem Appii Caeci carmen [...] Pythagoreum videtur”. 

% See Boscherini 1970: 9-91 on the influences of Greek letters and sciences in De agri 
cultura. According to Pliny (NH XXXV 160), Cato’s De agri cultura frequently draws upon the 

Pythagorist text Liber Plantarum, attributed to Sulpicius Gallus (2° cent. BCE). Dietetics was, 

according to lamblichus (FP 29), the most important part of Pythagorean medicine. According to 
Diog. Laert. VIII 47, Pythagoras himself was a physician. 

The initial lines of the Annales tell of Ennius’ dream (fr. 2), which involves his meeting 

with a weeping Homer (fr. 3) and his recollection of a former life as a peacock (Ir. 11); cf. som- 

nia Pythagorea in Hor. Epist. Il 1, 50-52 and Porphyr. ad loc. See also Lucr. | 124-126; Pers. 6, 
9-11. Skutsch offers a balanced discussion of the Pythagorean themes in Ennius’ dream, concluding 
that they would have been inspired both by Hellenistic literature and local legend (Skutsch 1985: 
148-150). 

1 Cf Plin. NH VIL 114 and Claud. Stil. 11123. 

” Fulvius' De fastis apparently influenced Ovid’s Fasti, as well as the Pythagorean excerpt in 

the Metamorphoses, cf. Kahn 2001: 87. 
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in Pythagorean symbolism”, Needless to say, as the famous autodafé of “Numa’s 

books” attests, not everyone in Rome would have approved the mingling of 
Pythagorean concepts with Roman morality. Yet, advocated by some, rejected by 

others, Pythagoreanism was the philosophical doctrine most likely to be familiar 

to Plautus’ educated contemporaries. 

CONCLUSION 

Let us now go back to the Poenulus and ask what, if anything, can be gained 

through reading Plautus alongside pseudo-Pythagorean texts. On the one hand, 

the humor of the scene featuring a prostitute preaching chastity stands on its 

own. The spectators could have laughed at Adelphasium’s ambition to be chaste, 

whether or not they could detect any Pythagorizing allusions. On the other hand, 

however, Plautus’ ideology of whorish chastity seems to subvert the discourse of 

evKooula, and includes a translation of a proverb from the Golden Verses. These 

features were probably derived from Alexis’ Karchedonios, but Pythagorean 

concepts were also in vogue in second-century Rome”. Could this be a mere 

coincidence, or are we entitled to postulate that some cognoscenti in the audi- 

ence — perhaps not numerous, but possibly influential — might have appreci- 

ated Adelphasium’s lecture as a parody of Pythagorean discussions of women’s 

virtue? If so, by reading the Poenulus with pseudo-Pythagorean texts, we gain 

a glimpse at a figure we did not expect to find among the stereotypes of Roman 

comedy — a Plautine version of the précieuse ridicule. We do not know how 

the perculta puella and her fashionable pythagorizing related to the intellectual 

pursuits of women in early second century Rome, but it is a pleasure to be able 

to ask such a question. 

University of California, Santa Barbara 
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