Roman Wedding Rituals
Domina Tullia Saturnina, JdL, GdS

“2nd century sarcophagus showing a Roman marriage ceremony (dextratrum iunctio, literally
joining of hands). Between the bride and groom was a figure (now missing) of the god
Hymenaeus, who carried the torch used in wedding processions, the flame of which remains
against the bride's robes.”
British Museum: 1805,0703.143
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Of all of my Roman projects, this one is the most hodgepodge. Nearly every single detail I
find is negated by another book, and sometimes a few pages later in the same book. It
seems like “Some think” and “sources disagree” account for roughly 86% of the content
of the stack of tomes I went through. Changing traditions through status, time, and
space, plus the tendency of Roman art to be symbolic, make this more of a blind piñata
swing than a true research paper. Bear with me, and have fun at my wedding, a mix of
Republican and Imperial, plebian and patrician, literal and loose, factual and fun!
A number of our modern matrimonial traditions date back to 50BCE. I’ve
highlighted them in purple throughout this paper.

Social context
The Rape of the Sabine Women: When the village of Rome was first established in
753BCE, it was mostly men. They decided they needed wives, so they mass-abducted
women of childbearing age from Sabine and forced them into marriage. When the
Sabines later waged war to retrieve their daughters, the women thrust themselves
between their husbands (the fathers of their children) and their fathers, wanting neither
to die. A truce was called. There’s a lot to be said here about motives for consent, notions
of honor and family, and history being written by men… but for now let’s just focus on
the fact that many Roman wedding details refer to this legendary event.

Conubium, the right to marry, was granted to adult Roman citizens. Status played
an important role. There were strict rules about marriage across social classes,
which changed through the Republic and Empire periods. When a woman married,
she left the protection of her father’s family and became legally bound to her
husband and his family. This is why her last name changed, and is the origin of the
modern custom of a bride taking her groom’s name. The legal and property
transfer implications of marriage, and types of marriage, also changed over time: A
discussion of matrimonial law is beyond the scope of this paper, but you can read
more in the sources, especially Hersch and Smith.
For a woman of Tullia’s upper-middle class status, her first marriage profoundly
changed her life. At the age of 12-18 (richer girls were married off sooner,
although the union wasn’t usually consummated until the girl was old enough to
give birth in relative safety), she ceremoniously burned her dolls and other toys.
She set aside her childhood garments and dressed as a matron (see
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RomanaSum.com/papers for info on Roman clothing). Rather than playing with
other children, she suddenly become responsible for running her husband’s home,
including tending the lararium (household shrine) and symbolically important
hearth. The husband was generally 10+ years older than the girl, and their
respective fathers decided on the marriage.
As an adult widow, Tullia would have been strongly encouraged to remarry after a
year mourning period. During the Republican period, only those from outrageously
wealthy families managed to maintain their independence. Marrying another
member of the family to keep the cash in the family was common, as was choosing
a spouse with financial, social, business, or political advantages. Mutual respect
and affection was expected to grow from the partnership, not be the cause of the
match. Romantic love between married couples was considered a happy accident.
In this case, Caius is the brother of Tullia’s imaginary deceased husband Marcus.
This was a sneaky way for us to have matching last names before the wedding. It
would have meant that her dowry transferred over with the rest of his estate.

Groom’s Clothing
The groom wore a white rectangular
tunic (tunica recta) and toga –
essentially the same thing he’d wear
for any formal event or dinner. As
Hersch notes, the woman dressed for
a religious rite, while the man
dressed for a party. He’d already
become a man when he donned the
toga virilis at a ceremony when 1314 years old. The toga of the Late Republic (we are in 50 BCE) was smaller and
simpler than the Imperial version that developed in the first century CE. The late
Imperial togas were even more cumbersome (around 8 feet wide and 20 feet in
length for the pleated forms), but fortunately Caius doesn’t have to deal with that.
The groom is sometimes cited as wearing a wreath on his head.
Note: Since Caius has achieved his AOA I added narrow clavi (upper-middle class
status stripes in reddish-purple) to his tunic and toga. They would have been
woven in.

3

Bride’s Clothing
Wool: The bride wore
only wool from head to
toe. Wool was
considered to contain
animus, spirit, because
it was made from a live
animal, as opposed to
leather from a dead
animal, or linen from a
plant (Sebesta, 1994). All Roman ritual and ceremonial garments (priest robes,
etc.) were made of wool (2001, 47). This may seem odd to us for a Mediterranean
climate, but keep in mind that it was spun and woven to be supremely airy and
light. An appendix to my stola paper discusses the changes in wool fabric and
sheep in the past 2000 years. I have substituted wool crepe and other potentially
non-period weaves to attempt to duplicate the right weight and drape in my
clothing. Sometimes you just have to go with what Mill Ends carries.

Flammeum - The “flame-colored” or “color of egg yolk” veil that covered the
bride’s hair and shielded her face. It signaled the transition to a matron’s palla, a
huge rectangular shawl. Based on frescos, it seemed to be nearly as large as the
palla. There is some debate about its use in a 2nd marriage, but I’m including it
because it’s such an iconic part of the Roman wedding. In the tradition of Roman
plays, etc., we may be punished by the gods for overuse of the flammeum and
cursed with a childless marriage. I am okay with this.

Tunica recta – Pure white rectangular tunica recta, woven by the bride on a
warp-weighted loom. The construction is the same as the male one above, a large
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rectangle folded either at the top or along one side, and seamed as necessary, with
holes for arms and head.

Cingulum: The wool belt fastened with a Hercules knot (nodus
Herculenem) her husband undid the night of their marriage. This is
the origin of the phrase “tying the knot.” The Hercules knot was
also a motif in wedding jewelry. It’s known modernly as the square
knot.

Seni Crines (or Sex Crines)– A special hairstyle of 6 braids,
parted by a spear head to represent the violent capture of the Sabines, wound on
top of her head and held in place by woolen bands (structural vittae) and decorated
with dangling strip of wool (infulae), although these were probably more ritually
important for monuments and statues than worn by living women. Vestal Virgins
also wore this hairstyle. Mauera Cethin did my hair – sewing it in place with a
bone needle and black thread. It was a shame to cover it!

Corolla - A crown of woven fragrant herbs and flowers represented her fertility.
Rosemary, verbena, marjoram, roses, violets, and lilies were used in period. The
wreaths Mauera Cethin made us smelled amazing with their mint and rosemary.

Luteus soccus – Wool slippers that matched the color of her veil.
Gemmae - Jewelry was important to adorn the bride. Wedding rings themselves
started with the Roman monarchy period as iron bands. Marriages were more of a
property contract back then, and the ring was a warning to other men that she was
taken. Eventually women gained more rights, and during the Mid-Late Republic
the band turned gold or, more rarely, silver. Romans wore the wedding ring on the
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4th finger of the left hand because they believed there was a vein that ran straight
from it to the heart. Modern medical note: Uh…. No.
The ring was probably given on the engagement, not during the ceremony, but we
are including it because… well… we want to. Caius is wearing one, too, although
that was not the norm for Roman men.

Above and left:
Ancient examples
of Hercules knot
jewelry.
On the right: My
version in silver
for Caius, gold for
me.

I also made a Hercules necklace and Pompeii-style loop
earrings. The Roman-appropriate light and dark blue
glass beads were made by Alan Khasar. See my website
for a paper on the Hercules project.
FYI, in addition to a plain band and the Hercules knot, another motif was common
in wedding rings: It featured joined hands, and was called a “fede ring.” It evolved
into the modern Irish Claddagh ring. I thought about making these, which would
have involved casting (a new skill! J), but Caius preferred the knot style.
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A trio of late 1st century BCE
paintings from Cubiculum (bedroom)
D of the Villa under the Farnesina
portrays the first moments of intimacy
for a new wife.
In the first, the chaste bride is still
fully clothed and wearing her white
tunica and yellow flammeum. She is
seated next to her nude husband. Her
head is bowed in obedience, and her
hands are clasped in her lap. She is
the perfect picture of a reserved, pure
Roman girl of nobility.
But since the ideal Roman wife also
delights in pleasing her husband, the
second picture shows her stripped to
the waist, eagerly embracing him.
Note the bored slaves standing by.
There is a third picture of her in her
wedding clothes, but looking more
relaxed as she reclines and converses
with her husband. She has made the
transition from innocent girl to
Domina of the household.

Music
Electronic slaves played music by Michael Levy (The Ancient Roman Lyre),
Synaulia (self-titled), Musica Romana (Pugnate), and Praecones Britanniae
(Somnia Imperii).
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Officiants
The Pontifex Maximus (chief priest) controlled the entire
state religion. During our period that would have been Julius
Caesar himself! Davide Di Francesco Dominici was our
Master of Ceremonies and legal Oregon officiant.
The Flamen
Dialis (Priest of
Jupiter) wore a
unique hat called
an albus galerus (a style of apex hat),
a closefitting white wool cap with a
flat disk and olive wood or oak rod
sticking out of the top, and thin
strings to keep the whole thing on. He
also wore a wool cloak and a laurel
wreath. Doctore Decimus Varius
Felix took this part and did a glorious
job as auspex. Relief: Rome, Museum of the
Altar of Augustan Peace (Ara Pacis Augustae)

The Flaminica Dialis (his wife) must have
been a virgin when they wed. Divorce was not
permitted. Her participation was mandatory
for his office, and if she died, he had to step
down. She wore a dyed stola, and a small
square cloth with a border (rica), to which
was attached a cutting from a felix arbor. The
oak tree was sacred to Jupiter. She also wore a
flammeum (the bride was mimicking her,
invoking a long, committed marriage) as an everyday garment. Her hair was
braided in the tutulus style. Magistra Julia Sempronia was our Flaminica.
The Pronuba, the matron of honor, was still married to her
first husband. Like the Flaminica, she was univira, a one-man
woman. She probably joined the right hands of the couple and
generally assisted the bride, including carrying a torch in the
procession. She would have been dressed in the standard
matron uniform of 50BCE: Tunica, stola, and palla. Our
pronuba is Drusa Saturnina, my freedwoman, who achieved
her dream of becoming a Roman citizen when she married my
uncle Maximus Saturninus. Sadly, he angered the gods and
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was turned into a dog. Their love
endures, as well as her citizenship.
Maximus still enjoys a nighttime
chariot ride.
Obviously the first three officiants
would only have participated in
marriages of the highest status
citizens. Lower status citizen
marriages were probably held at the
bride’s home, with her paterfamilias (male head of household) acting as auspex
and appealing to the household gods (Lares) to grant his daughter a good marriage.
The gods were also consulted with regard to timing of the union: May was not
ideal, but at least we avoided conflicting with Lemuria, the festival of the dead.

Ceremony
There is some confusion about which ritual components relate to which types of
marriage and which time periods. Either a lamb was sacrificed, and its skin spread
out for the bride to sit on, or a sow was sacrificed to Tellus Mater / Mother Earth /
Ceres. We did a piggy, and the Flamen Dialis read the entrails to determine if we
would be a good match. NOTE: The videos are online (links in Sources) and are
hysterical.

The bride unveiled herself as the couple stood face to face. She said “Ubi tu Gaius,
ego Gaia” (“Where you are the male, I am the female”). He responded “Ubi tu
Gaia, ego Gaius." 1

Some sources claim this phrase exchange was spoken during the ceremony, while others
say it was later, at the couple’s house. I am choosing the first version.

1
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A contract was signed. Ours was based on
a papyrus document from Romancontrolled Alexandria, 11-12 BCE
(Grubbs), which includes a statement of
the joining, cites the dowry, and spells out
responsibilities and repercussions of
failing those responsibilities for both the
bride and groom. The full text is at the end
of this paper. There is some confusion between tablets and scrolls, and which were
records of the event vs. previous contractual arrangements. Since the groom is
holding a scroll in so many images of weddings, that’s what we used.
Although rings weren’t an important part of Roman ceremonies, we inserted an
exchange “according to the traditions of An Tir.”

The Roman marriage ceremony was called dextratrum iunctio, literally “joining of
hands.” The handshake signifies the “concordia,” the mutual bond of affection, of
the married couple. The pronuba joined the couple’s right hands.
The couple shared a ritual spelt cake, after the groom broke it above the bride’s
head. And there was (probably inauthentic) kissing…
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Feast

The feast would have been served at the
couple’s home, after the procession. Due to a lack of space at our tent/villa, we rearranged things and served it at the ceremony. We had Roman finger foods: Olives,
grapes, figs, bread, spice cookies, stuffed dates (with almonds and honey), hard
boiled eggs, sausages, libum cakes, lamb, and of course wine. Gratias tibi ago to
Baroness Marian Staarveld for providing most of the food as well as the decorated
location. Legio II brought some fantastic period bread.

After the ceremony
The new couple and all their friends and family set out on a joyous procession to
the home. Three young boys with living mothers led the parade, no doubt a nod to
the bride’s duty of creating more sons for Rome. They were followed by the
pronuba. Five white pine torches, cereones, were carried to honor Ceres, an earth /
fertility goddess. The bride carried a “bouquet” of distaffs or spindles, a nod to her
duty as a wool worker for the family.
Traditionally, the crowd lining the way threw confetto, honeyed nuts (especially
walnuts) and dried fruit. I got little muslin drawstring bags, and Alan Khasar filled
them with almonds, walnuts, hazelnuts, and raisins (all period appropriate) for my
guests. Note that it’s a cultural precursor to throwing rice or confetti, bits of paper,
which probably resulted in fewer brides with eye injuries.
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Attendees yelled “Feliciter” (good luck) or “Talasio.” Even at the time of the late
Republic, Talasio was an archaic word, used as a celebratory greeting just for
weddings. It dates back to the founding of Rome and may have been the name of
an Etruscan wedding god. Plutarch gives more possible answers for meaning of
Talasio, including the name of one of the Sabine abductors and “wool related.”
There may have been a wedding song, “Hail, Hyman Hymenaeus.” There were
definitely obscene songs (fescennines) from the men and children in the
procession, but we skipped that since notions of appropriate behavior in a
populated area have changed quite a bit. We also substituted faux flames on our
pine torches for safety.
This hand sign, the mano fico, represented good luck, fertility,
and protection from evil. It was not specifically linked to
weddings but was appropriate to use. NOTE: In modern Italian
culture, it has evolved into a sexual insult. Do not make it at the
current Pontifex Maximus (Pope).
Along the way, the procession paused for the
bride to honor the crossroads Lares (protective
god) and leave him a coin in a wallet. Yes, we
used a garden gnome. Hey, Phrygian cap!
At the threshold of her new home, the bride
adorned the doorway posts with fat of a pig (to
honor Ceres), the fat of a wolf (to honor Rome),
and raw wool strips. I personally believe the wool strips
were an extension of the infulae mentioned in the hair
section. Lacking actual wooden doorposts, we used a
bacon air-freshener to represent the fat. Then she was
helped / carried across the threshold to avoid tripping,
which would be a bad omen. Another explanation is
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that it was a reference to the
Sabine women being forcibly
carried into their captor’s
homes.
The groom presented her with
fire and water, the essential
elements of household
maintenance, saying “Aquae
et ignis communicatio ("I give
you water and fire"). The
bride touched the water and fire,
and honored the villa’s
Lararium, the shrine for
household gods. She was taking
her place as the caretaker of the
Lares (protective gods) for her
husband’s family. We did this
outside since about 100 people
came along and they wouldn’t
have fit in our tent. Our intended
Lararium didn’t make it to the event – and we found out about it 30 minutes before
the ceremony - so my hero Caius scrambled together some last-minute Lares.
I gave him the coin from my shoe, and then he seized me and dragged me inside…
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Coins
Coins played an interesting role in Roman weddings. The bride carried three on the
procession: One for her new husband, symbolic of the dowry, in her hand, one for
the neighborhood crossroads Lares, in a wallet, and one for the Lares in her new
home, in her shoe. This is the origin of the “penny in her shoe” part of the modern
wedding rhyme.

Left: Denarius from 75-77 BCE, with Cupid. Right: 2nd century relief

Coins were not usually minted for average civilian weddings, of course. We
commissioned a silver SCA token based loosely on Roman coins showing a person
or couple on one side, and a symbol of an event on the other.
Caius is holding the marriage
scroll, while Tullia is holding a
spindle - working wool to clothe
her family was an iconic part of a
matron’s duty - and wearing a
lunula necklace.
SATURNINI is the plural form of
the family’s last name.
On the other side, the Hercules knot
represents the strength of the
marriage. The modern date is
rendered in Roman numerals. The
Romans didn’t have the letter “U”
and used “V” to represent that
sound. Art by Drusa and Tullia
Saturnina. Coins engraved and
minted by Arion the Wanderer.
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Note: The only changes made from the 12BCE contract are our names, drachma
changed to denarii, and gold earrings turned into our wedding rings.

From Tullia Saturnina widow of Marcus Terentius
Saturninus, daughter of Quintus Tullius Habiti, and from
Caius Terentius Saturninus, son of Sextus Terentius
Saturninus of Rome:
Tullia and Caius acknowledge that they have come
together with each other in marriage. And Caius
acknowledges that he has received from Tullia her
dowry of women’s clothes valued at 100 denarii, a pair
of gold earrings, and sixty denarii of coined silver.
They marry on the understanding that Caius, taking the
aforementioned dowry, supports and clothes Tullia as
befits a married woman, according to his means, and
that he not mistreat her or abuse her or throw her
out or bring another woman into the house or, if he does,
he pays back in full the dowry plus 50 percent, there
being the right of Tullia to exact payment from the
same Caius and from all his possessions as if by a court
judgment.
And on the understanding that Tullia does not sleep
away or be away for a day from Caius’ house without
Caius’ approval, or damage the home, or be with another
man, or if she does, after being judged guilty of having
done so, she is deprived of her dowry.
They acknowledge that they will also deposit a contract
of the marriage at the office of the courthouse within
five working days from the day when they announce
this to each other, in which will be written both the
dowry and the other customary things and the things
concerning the death of either one of the spouses, as it is
decided by them in common at the right time. We ask
that this document be registered.
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VIDEOS
Daniel Antal's video here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eQdZqnIR7Zk
Lissette de la Rose's video of pig sacrifice /reading of entrails (spoiler alert: no blood)
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1VwHxX65e4M and of the rest of
ceremony https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1plSvDVQlsk
Each missed / captured different aspects - taken together you get a pretty good sense of
what happened with most of the dialogue.
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