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   1.   Two adjacent details from the mosaic depicting the Circus Maximus in 
the fourth-century  AD  fl oor of the Roman villa at Piazza Armerina in 
Sicily. The images demonstrate the ideological signifi cance of the Circus 
in Rome as worthy of reference in private decoration in far- away Sicily, 
as well as the remarkable multiculturalism of monuments signalling 
Egypt and Asia Minor in a major public display context in Rome. 
Photos: R.J.A. Wilson.

   a.   The central obelisk of the spina.  

  b.   The larger- than-lifesize statue- group of Cybele riding a lion.     

  2.   A prime example of Augustan Classicism. One of the Caryatids from 
the colonnade of the Forum of Augustus, which are copied to scale 
from those of the Erechtheum in Athens (made about 415  BC ). End of 
the fi rst century  BC , marble. Now in the Markets of Trajan, Rome. 
Photo: J. Elsner.  

  3.   Fortunes of a Roman icon. The group of Aeneas carrying his father 
Anchises and leading his son Iulus, set up in the Forum of Augustus 
around 2  BC , no longer survives. However, it was copied and replicated 
in numerous forms, some monumental and some miniature, some 
expensive and some very cheap, across the empire.

   a.   Remains of the monumental marble version from the Forum of 
Merida in Spain, fi rst century  AD . Now in Merida Museum. Photo: 
Superstock.  

  b.   Miniature terracotta version from Pompeii, fi rst century  AD . Now in 
Naples Museum. Photo: M. Squire.  

  c.   The group as a relief on a funerary altar from Carthage, fi rst 
century  AD . Now in Bardo Museum. Photo: DAI 1961.0653 
(Koppermann).  

  d.   The group as a relief on the marble tombstone of Petronia Grata, 
fi rst century  AD . Archaeological Museum, Turin. Photograph: DAI 
Rome, Inst. Neg. 30.232 (Franck).  

  e.   The group as a painted burlesque in the form of dog- headed apes 
with large phalli, from the Masseria di Cuomo in Pompeii. Now in 
Naples Museum. Photo: M. Squire.  
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  f.   The iconographic form of the group reused as an image of 
Hebrews escaping from Egypt during the crossing of the Red Sea. 
Late fourth- century marble sarcophagus probably made in Rome 
and now in the Arles Museum. Photo: J. Elsner.     

  4.   The materials of Roman domestic art, from relatively expensive 
(such as silver) to relatively cheap (such as terracotta), were often 
richly adorned with a range of relatively standard imagery common 
across the empire. Take for instance a red- glazed clay crater without 
handles found near Capua and made in Arezzo from a mould in terra 
sigillata – that is, a typical piece of Arretine ware, indeed from the 
workshop of Gnaeus Ateius, which produced a number of surviving 
specimens between the 20s  BC  and the 20s  AD  (Figure 4a). All the 
aspects of its imagery are common across the empire, from the wreaths, 
rosettes and beading that frame the fi gural scene at the top, via the 
columns, swags and lamp stands to the female fi gures of the seasons. It 
is likely to have been a cheaper and more common kind of item than 
the third century silver plate from Chaourse in Gaul, executed in fi ne 
repoussé technique and fi nished off with gilding (Figure 4b). Its 
iconography shows the god Mercury with a cock and a ram, perhaps 
hinting at a sacrifi cial implication, but the piece probably belonged at 
an elite dining table where it may well have been an item of display 
rather than use. Iconographically, it is no more original than the crater, 
and the functions of its imagery in tying the household that used it to 
the wider social network may have been similar, but at a higher social 
level. By contrast, another piece of domestic ware in a different 
medium, the free- blown glass jug found at Bayford in Kent, shows no 
iconography but demonstrates the widespread nature of well- made 
items in relatively cheap materials, which were nonetheless valued 
(Figure 4c). Its fi ndspot in a grave indicates not only a secondary 
funerary use, but also its esteem in being chosen for this function and 
removed from domestic employment.  

   Public art – especially honorifi c statuary – defi ned the urban 
environment of cities across the empire, as well as temples and private 
villas. From the Republican period, from which dates the fi ne statue of 
a semi- naked man discovered in the temple of Hercules at Tivoli 
(Figure 4d), to the high empire, the production of such statuary peopled 
the lived environment of the empire with a series of model citizens of 
the past to be emulated in modernity. Generic, even identikit, ideal 
bodies – not only the nudity of the Tivoli ‘general’ but the clothed 
‘Large Herculaneum Woman’, found in the gardens of Maecenas in 
Rome, from the Antonine period – went alongside highly individualized 
portrait heads, giving an impression of a specifi c person at a given 
moment of her life (Figure 4e). The imperial portrait in particular was 
disseminated across the empire as a means of marketing the current 
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regime to a diverse populace. Figure 4f is a portrait bust of Marcus 
Aurelius, which found its way at some point into a private collection in 
the Roman villa at Chiragan in southern Gaul, where it was displayed 
in a large group of imperial portraits in an elite context well into late 
antiquity.  

   It is impossible to encapsulate the whole range of issues around Roman 
art in a few images, but the movement of the Marcus bust from what 
may have been a public context into a private one raises interesting 
questions of mobility and portability in artistic production. Figure 4g is 
a fourth- century sarcophagus showing deer and boar hunting, 
discovered in 1974 at Trinquetailles in the South of France in a 
hypogaeum that also contained two fi ne Christian coffi ns. The 
sarcophagus was almost certainly cut in Rome, its base from a recycled 
block of Proconnesian marble (the back has a number of holes that 
were carefully mended in antiquity) and its lid from a quite different 
piece of marble perhaps originally from Thasos. Both segments of the 
fi nished object were brought to Rome and – perhaps after other uses – 
were cut into this sarcophagus, which was then exported by sea to 
southern Gaul, perhaps to Marseilles, before being acquired for its fi nal 
owner. The centre of the lid has a panel for an inscription, but this was 
never incised (although it may have been painted). The piece remains as 
an extraordinary monument to the complex economics of production 
for such objects and to the potential for the funerary syncretism of 
overtly Christian sarcophagi, with coffi ns of the later fourth century 
celebrating ideal elite activities like hunting.

   a.   Arretine crater, found in Italy, terra sigillata, c. 20  BC – AD  20. ©The 
Trustees of the British Museum.  

  b.   Silver plate from Chaourse, third century  AD . © The Trustees of the 
British Museum.  

  c.   Glass jug from Bayford, perhaps second century  AD . ©The Trustees 
of the British Museum.  

  d.   The Tivoli ‘general’, fi rst half of the fi rst century  BC , Palazzo 
Massimo, Rome. Photo: J. Elsner.  

  e.   Large Herculaneum woman portrait statue, fi rst half of the second 
century  AD , from Rome, now in the Capitoline Museum. Photo: 
D-DAI-ROM-2001.1940 (K. Anger).  

  f.   Bust of Marcus Aurelius, second century  AD , from the villa at 
Chiragan, now in the Musée Saint-Raymond, Toulouse. Photo: 
J. Elsner.  

  g.   Sarcophagus with hunting scenes, late fourth century  AD , from 
Trinquetailles, now in the Arles Museum. Photo: J. Elsner.       



 Our purpose, when we set out to write this book in the mid-1980s, was to 
produce a synthetic account of the early Roman empire, which extended to 
fi elds of history that were at the time relatively neglected in volumes of this 
kind, namely, the economy, society, religion and culture. We have the 
impression that no book has emerged in recent years that does what ours 
sought to do. And this despite the fact that interest in these areas has greatly 
expanded over the past three decades or so, and that much of the published 
work has been of high quality, and some of it positively exciting. Roman 
history is on the move. Our knowledge of ancient societies is increasing all 
the time, and historians have become more adventurous and responsive to 
other disciplines. In our Addenda (see below) we introduce some of the new 
evidence and methodologies. 

 In planning a second edition, we decided against selective tampering with 
the text or rewriting it completely. The option that we chose was to present 
readers with an unexpurgated text containing our ideas in their pristine 
state, and to attach an addendum to each of the original chapters, tracing 
the way the subject in question has developed in recent years. In two cases, 
involving areas that have attracted a scholarly output that is remarkable 
both qualitatively and quantitatively, we gave experts a free hand to compose 
a rather more extended survey. So, Richard Gordon is responsible for the 
Addendum on Religion, and Jaś Elsner and Greg Woolf for the Addendum 
on Culture. Jaś Elsner has also provided and introduced the images. We are 
most grateful to them for their outstanding contributions. In addition we 
thank Marguerite Hirt most warmly for the great work she has done in 
helping us to compile and assess critically the secondary literature and to 
prepare the volume for publication. 

 With regard to the rest of the Addenda, in dealing with major points of 
interest or contention, such as the economy, the character of the imperial 
administration, the institution of patronage and the demography of the 
family, our policy has been not to defend our views nor to weigh the 
argument heavily in our favour, but to be even- handed in our approach to 
the contributions of other scholars. The bibliography that is cited (which is 
collected in the Supplementary Bibliography) is admittedly not fully 
comprehensive – that would be impractical. However, we are confi dent that 
our selection will put readers in an excellent position to become 
knowledgeable on the issues in question and make their own judgements. 

  PREFACE 
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xiiiPREFACE

 As well as bringing the original text up to date, this second edition 
contains two new chapters. It was put to us that an introductory chapter 
addressing the political and constitutional consequences of the replacement 
of the Republic by the Empire and, in general, setting the scene, would be 
welcomed by those particularly interested in such matters and, on the other 
hand, those who are relatively unfamiliar with Roman history. Thus there is 
a new  Chapter 1 , which is entitled ‘Introducing the Principate’. The new 
 Chapter 4 , ‘Enemies of Rome’, which Martin Goodman generously agreed 
to write, was commissioned by Professor Pierre Vidal-Naquet on behalf of 
Les Belles Lettres for the French translation of our book that was published 
in 1994. No English version has as yet appeared. This version contains some 
minor changes in the text and includes an Addendum. 

 In the Introduction to the fi rst edition we acknowledged that the book 
was shaped by our own interests and areas of competence. The second 
edition is no different in this respect. We are acutely aware that Roman 
history has moved on in the past thirty years; the addenda refl ect the way 
our own research interests have shifted, and in general bear witness to the 
increased exposure of ancient historians to archaeology, the natural sciences, 
the history of climate and the environment, statistical methods, and 
comparative history. To give such matters the attention that they deserve 
would require an additional chapter dealing with ‘The future of Roman 
history’. We look forward to reading such a chapter from another pen. 

 Many friends and colleagues have given us encouragement and material 
assistance, for which we are immensely grateful. In addition to those already 
mentioned, namely, Jas Elsner, Martin Goodman, Richard Gordon, 
Marguerite Hirt, and Greg Woolf, we would single out Luuk de Ligt, Richard 
Duncan-Jones, Henrik Mouritsen, Dominic Rathbone and Walter Scheidel 
for special thanks.  
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 The Roman empire at its zenith in the period of the Principate (roughly, 
27  BC  to  AD  235) covered vast tracts of three continents, Europe, Africa and 
Asia. It encompassed countless cultures, languages, climates and diets. It 
included nomads and sedentary farmers, primitive tribesmen and cultivated 
urbanites, bandits and Platonic philosophers. How was it ruled? What forces 
of cohesion held it together? What was the outcome of the confrontation of 
imperial and local institutions, customs and values in the provincial setting? 
How did the society and culture of the imperial capital itself adapt to foreign 
(especially Greek and Oriental) infl uences and to the requirements of 
emperors? What difference did it make to Romans, Italians and provincials 
that monarchy had replaced oligarchy? 

 This is not a conventional history of the Roman empire. The structure is 
thematic not chronological, and the standard topics of Roman history 
(politics and the constitution, central administration and the military) are 
not the focus of attention, but are integrated into a study of the society of 
Rome as a whole. ‘Society of Rome’ in our usage encompasses the political, 
social, economic, religious and cultural life and outlook of the inhabitants 
of the Roman empire. 

 The study of Roman imperialism and the transformation of imperial 
society and culture properly begins in the metropolis, but the challenge lies 
in the description and analysis of Romanization and the identifi cation of its 
limits in the provincial context. The subject calls for treatment on a grand 
scale. Our book is limited in scope, being a general introduction to the main 
issues. 

 No synthetic analysis is available of many of the themes here treated. In 
particular, cultural history is fragmented by the specialized interests of its 
practitioners. ‘Economy and society’ is not virgin soil, and much of our 
discussion summarizes and responds to current debate. We also cover 
unfamiliar terrain. The family and household, personal relationships and the 
material implications of Roman rule for the subject populations have not 
hitherto received systematic analysis. On the other side, we make no claim 
to completeness of coverage. The book is idiosyncratic in the sense that 
selection of both themes and documentation is infl uenced by our own 
interests and areas of competence. The enterprise will have been worthwhile 
if we have succeeded in extending the conventional bounds of Roman 
history and provoked thought and stimulated the imagination in the process. 

  INTRODUCTION TO THE 
FIRST EDITION 
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xviii INTRODUCTION TO THE FIRST EDITION

 This book could not have been composed without exposure to the recent 
work of a large number of scholars. We single out two prolifi c and infl uential 
writers: Fergus Millar, whose work over a wide range of subjects and 
historical periods is of singular importance; and Moses Finley, inspirational 
author, teacher and adviser of the young, to whose memory this book 
is dedicated. Substantial parts of the book were read and improved in 
earlier draft by Keith Hopkins, Dominic Rathbone and Dick Whittaker, in 
addition to Moses Finley and Fergus Millar. Others who have given 
advice include Graeme Clarke, Ian DuQuesnay, Janet Fairweather, Richard 
Gordon, Richard Hunter, Henry Hurst, Janet Huskinson, Simon Price, Joyce 
Reynolds, André Tchernia, Andrew Wallace-Hadrill and Gregory Woolf. 

 P.G. 
 R.S.   
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   Emperors and dynasties 

 In the prevailing tradition, Kings were expelled from Rome and the Republic 
was inaugurated in 509  BC .  Libertas  was the watchword of those rebelling 
against the monarchy (led by a Brutus) and of the assassins of the ‘perpetual’ 
dictator Julius Caesar in 44  BC  (also led by a Brutus). From 30  BC , the date 
of the battle of Alexandria (following the battle of Actium in 31  BC ), the 
Romans again fell under the control of one man, Octavian, renamed 
Augustus in 27  BC , and this time monarchy endured. The Kings had presided 
over a small city with a modest rural hinterland. Augustus was master of a 
mighty empire, with a huge metropolis at its centre. The empire had been 
won by sustained military and diplomatic effort over centuries. But the 
Republican government, presided over by the senate, failed to integrate 
within the institutions of the city- state the two key institutions of empire, 
the provinces and the army. The senate proved incapable of controlling the 
army commanders who conquered foreign lands, in theory on its behalf, or 
their soldiers, who in the last century of the Republic acted more like clients 
of their commanders than citizens of Rome. In the end, the generals and 
their soldiers brought down the Republic in prolonged civil war. 

 Augustus was in a stronger position than any of the powerful and 
ambitious individuals who had preceded him, including Caesar, his adoptive 
father. He was militarily more secure than Caesar and showed greater 
political skills. While never releasing his hold on power, he refashioned his 
public position to make it appear less monarchic. The basis of his power was 
and remained the army, but he negotiated a  modus vivendi  with the senate 
(while ruthlessly suppressing opposition, real or imagined), and won broad 
support across the population, in Rome, Italy and the provinces, by clever 
propaganda and popular policies. His rule marks a dramatic break with the 
normal practice of offi ce- holding under the Republic, which was limited to 
a single year, though in the last decades of the Republic the extraordinary 
commands awarded to or wrested by Sulla, Crassus, Pompey and Caesar 
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shot holes in the traditional system. Although subject to recurrent illness (he 
nearly died in 23  BC ), Augustus served as Princeps for almost 41 years from 
27  BC  to  AD  14, having already held power, with others or alone, for 16 
years. No other emperor until Theodosius II (408–450) ruled for so long. 
This, and the fact that he founded a dynasty, gave the new regime a strong 
start. 

 Augustus’ interest in, or obsession with, the succession emerges as early 
as 24  BC , no doubt stimulated by his own ill- health, though he never intended 
his headship of the state to begin and end with him. In subscribing to the 
dynastic principle, he was following the example of the Republican nobility, 
but there was now much more at stake: the continued hold of a family on 
power, the consolidation of a new system of government and the stability of 
the commonwealth. There was, however, a fatal fl aw in rule by dynasty, at 
least in the manner in which it developed in ancient Rome. Where the main 
qualifi cation for selecting a successor was kinship or marriage connection 
with the reigning family, sooner or later a weak, unpopular or tyrannical 
ruler would arrive and in due course be removed with violence. The cycle of 
anarchy, civil war, usurpation, and the foundation of a new dynasty would 
begin again. 

 Nevertheless, the dynastic principle was seen from the start as a necessary 
feature of the Principate, and not only by the emperor himself. Loyalty to 
the imperial house was fostered and manifested early on among the military, 
both the frontier legions and the praetorian guard (the emperor’s bodyguard), 
and among the provincial elite and the people of Rome. The senate, over 
whose membership Augustus now exercised a controlling infl uence, fell into 
line, cooperating in the conferral of powers and offi ces on individuals within 
the  domus Augusta  who were involved in the emperor’s plans for the 
succession – just as the senate gave the emperor himself titles, powers and 
honours. It became standard practice for a designated successor to be voted 
powers held by the emperor himself, of which the most crucial were 
proconsular  imperium  and tribunician power.  Imperium  was the power 
invested in the higher magistrates, encompassing above all the authority to 
command an army. Tribunes historically had the special function of 
protecting citizens from arbitrary action by a magistrate, and were held to 
be sacrosanct. They could both introduce laws (plebiscites) to the plebeian 
assembly and veto the laws or resolutions emanating from magistrates or 
the senate.  1   

 Every emperor aspired to have a natural son as heir, but under the 
Principate few had sons who outlived their fathers, or sons at all, and fewer 
still had sons who were successful emperors.  2   The fall- back solution was 
adoption, preferably a family member, best of all a blood relative of the 
emperor, if one was available. 

 Augustus, lacking a son, looked to his daughter Julia to give him 
grandsons. Her sequence of husbands, Marcellus (nephew of Augustus), 
Agrippa (general and friend), and fi nally Tiberius (stepson of Augustus), 
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were intended to hold the fort until a grandson became of age to rule. This 
strategy collapsed through the early deaths of Gaius and Lucius, Julia’s sons, 
both adopted by Augustus, and the uncooperative attitude of Tiberius. 
Augustus was not fi nished yet.  AD  4 saw another round of adoptions, 
following the same general principles: the emperor adopted the now 
rehabilitated Tiberius and Agrippa Postumus (Julia’s third and sole surviving 
son), and required Tiberius, before his own adoption, to adopt Germanicus 
(nephew of Tiberius and son of the elder Drusus), who now counted as 
brother to Tiberius’ own son (the younger Drusus).  3   Germanicus was now 
betrothed to Agrippina, daughter of Julia, so his children had Julian blood. 
In the event, of those whose names were ‘in the ring’ in the last years of 
Augustus, only Tiberius was destined to rule. Postumus was exiled (in 7) and 
assassinated (in 14, on the death of Augustus), and Germanicus died fi ve 
years into Tiberius’ reign (in 19). It is deeply ironic that Augustus’ reign- long 
obsession with the succession of a Julian bore fruit in the enthronement of, 
fi rst, the mentally unstable (or totally irresponsible) son of Germanicus, 
Gaius Caligula, and Nero, son of Agrippina and adoptive son of her husband 
Claudius, whom he followed as emperor in 54. Nero’s reign degenerated 
after a promising start. He was panicked into suicide, following military 
rebellion, and the curtains fell on the Julio-Claudian dynasty (in 68). On the 
positive side, one could claim that Augustus’ prolonged dynastic scheming 
was a success, consolidating rather than undermining the new regime. It 
gave Rome Tiberius as emperor, who for much of his reign of 33 years 
proved capable and loyal to the founding princeps, and Claudius, brother of 
Germanicus (and no blood relative of Augustus),  4   who was regarded by all, 
including Augustus, as quite unsuited for the job, but turned out to be a 
competent ruler. It helped too that the transition from Augustus to Tiberius 
was a relatively easy one, and that it took place in the senate- house rather 
than on the battlefi eld. It had clearly been Augustus’ intention that the 
senate and the Roman people should play a central role in sanctioning his 
choice of a successor. 

 This convenient arrangement could be upset from two main quarters: the 
legions and the praetorian guard. There was mutiny in the German armies 
in 14, put down with some diffi culty by Germanicus: many in the army and 
in Rome would have preferred this charismatic prince to Tiberius as emperor. 
Drusus dealt more effectively with mutiny in the Danube legions. The 
senatorial decree of 20 condemning Piso shows the senate looking timorously 
over its shoulder at the army, urging it to continue to back the  domus 
Augusta , in the knowledge that ‘the safety of our empire is placed in the 
custody of that house’.  5   It was only with the crumbling of the dynasty in the 
last years of Nero that the armies stepped into the vacuum. 

 The other potentially disruptive factor, alongside the frontier armies, was 
the praetorian guard. Its status and power rose signifi cantly under Tiberius, 
culminating in the dangerous ascendancy permitted its prefect Sejanus. In 
his will Tiberius left each guardsman 500 sesterces. Gaius’ accession was 
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unproblematic – he was quickly acclaimed by the senate – but he still found 
it advisable to bribe the guardsmen, doubling Tiberius’ benefaction in 
anticipation of their support (rather than, as in the case of Tiberius, as a 
reward for services rendered). In the event, disenchanted guard offi cers saw 
to Gaius’ murder. The guard’s loyalty was to the  domus Caesaris  rather than 
to any individual member, even if he was the emperor. This was dramatically 
confi rmed when Claudius was found hiding in the palace, taken to the 
praetorian camp, and hailed as emperor. Claudius gave them a massive 
donation. Senators who were at the time advancing their own candidacies 
or debating a return to the Republic were left high and dry. Nero’s succession, 
as Claudius’ adopted son, was also an easy one, his acceptance by the senate 
never in doubt. But his fi rst port of call was the praetorian camp, to which 
he was escorted by the praetorian prefect Burrus.  6   It was the declaration of 
the praetorians for Galba that precipitated Nero’s suicide and inaugurated 
the year of the four emperors (68–69). The praetorians soon betrayed Galba 
for Otho. Vitellius knew what he was doing when he followed up Otho’s 
defeat and suicide by purging the praetorian guard and fi lling it with soldiers 
from the Rhine legions who had acclaimed him and escorted him to Rome. 
Vespasian, the last of the four emperors, followed suit after the defeat of 
Vitellius, promoting his own followers into the guard. He took the 
remarkable further step of appointing as prefect of the guard Titus, his son, 
a senator. Commanders of the praetorian guard from the fi rst had been very 
deliberately selected from the equestrian order (the ‘second aristocracy’) 
rather than from the senate. The next usurper to found a dynasty, Septimius 
Severus, fi lled the praetorian guard with the Danubian troops who had 
carried him to power (in 193). He also stationed two loyal legions just 
outside Rome. 

 Vespasian, founder of the Flavian dynasty (69–96), was thought to be a 
better prospect as emperor than his various civil- war rivals because he had 
two sons. In fact continuity and uncontested successions did ensue, as 
Vespasian was followed by fi rst Titus and then Domitian. The reign of 
Domitian eventually collapsed as relations with the senate, which were 
never easy, turned sour and he was murdered in a palace plot. In the vacuum, 
the senator Nerva, elderly and childless, emerged as emperor. To save his 
fl agging regime he had recourse to adoption, and  outside  the family. His 
choice was a wise one, if forced: he turned, in 98, to the commander of the 
nearest large army, the three legions of Upper Germany, Trajan.  7   

 Thereafter, for the best part of a century, adoption was the regular way of 
arranging the succession, paving the way for the reigns of Hadrian, 
Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius, who made his adoptive brother Lucius 
Verus co- ruler (in 161) in accordance with Hadrian’s wishes. However the 
hereditary principle had not lost its magnetic attraction for Roman emperors. 
Marcus Aurelius produced a son who would survive him, Commodus, and 
automatically prepared him for the succession, making him co- emperor (in 
177). In so doing he brought to an abrupt end a sequence of worthy 
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emperors. In the telling words of Cassius Dio, contemporary historian and 
senator, the kingdom of gold gave way to one of iron and rust (Dio 71.36.4). 
Commodus as sole ruler (from 180), in his multiple excesses and self- 
glorifi cation, recalled or outdid the last of the Julio-Claudians, Nero. The 
outcome was predictable: the violent death of an emperor, civil war, and the 
emergence of a new strong man, Septimius Severus (193). Severus made his 
two sons Caracalla and Geta co- emperors, but the Severan dynasty never 
recovered from its bloody beginning, and failed to establish a stable 
relationship with the aristocracy, or indeed the military, on which it 
depended. In this period the initiative in the appointment of emperors passed 
from the senate to the army and the praetorian guard. A praetorian prefect 
(and equestrian), Macrinus, engineered the murder of Caracalla (in 217) 
and himself reigned as emperor for fourteen months, in breach of all 
precedent.  8   

 In 235 the Rhine army declared Maximinus to be emperor and killed the 
reigning emperor, Severus Alexander, last of the Severans and a distant 
cousin of the founder of the dynasty, together with his mother and entourage. 
There followed a chaotic period of around half a century up to the accession 
of Diocletian (284), in which the army created and removed emperors. Few 
emperors lasted long. Constant warfare against foes both external and 
internal drew them into the front line, exposing them to the risk of premature 
death. More than twenty emperors or pretenders are known from this 
period, though some are mere names, such as Gaius Domitianus, proclaimed 
Augustus (as two coins confi rm) and quickly eliminated by Aurelian in 271.  9   
It was logical that most emperors of the period were soldiers and that they 
hailed from the Balkans, a major recruiting ground for the army. Capable 
generals had to be in charge if the empire was to survive. Diocletian 
staunched the fl ow of usurpers to a degree by co- opting potential rivals as 
colleagues in the Tetrarchy, but after his retirement (in 305) there was no 
one with suffi cient authority or foresight to prevent the empire sliding into 
six years of contested ascendancy and civil war. Constantine, the ultimate 
victor, had no interest in sharing power, and his plans for the succession 
revolved around the hereditary principle. 

 If the empire survived the travails of the third century, the Principate did 
not.  10   Late Roman Emperors (for the late empire had certainly arrived by 
the end of the third century) were absolute monarchs. The carefully contrived 
formula that Augustus had worked out in order to justify and legitimate his 
domination of the state had served its term.  

  The powers of the emperor 

 Julius Caesar broke with Republican tradition and paid the penalty.  11   
Augustus did not follow his example. He presented himself as a magistrate 
among magistrates, superior to the rest only in as much as his personal 
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authority ( auctoritas ) was greater, within a restored Republic. As he wrote 
in the  Res Gestae , with reference to the main business of the momentous 
meeting of the senate on the Ides of January, 27  BC : ‘I transferred the republic 
from my power to the dominion of the senate and the people of Rome’( Res 
Gestae  34.1).  12   

 Under the Republic, the leading fi gures in the state were the consuls, 
whose  imperium  carried with it command of the army in the fi eld and very 
considerable discretionary powers at home. The people, that is, the popular 
assemblies (primarily the  comitia centuriata, comitia curiata  and  concilium 
plebis ), between them had supreme authority in legislation, elections and 
criminal trials. It was, however, the senate (a body of around 300 members, 
and later, from the 80s  BC , 600, whose members served for life and consisted 
largely of former magistrates) that dominated the political scene, controlling, 
among other things, fi nance and foreign relations, including affairs in Italy.  13   
Its role was, strictly speaking, advisory and its power was exercised 
informally, not by means of authority vested in it by a constitution. The 
constitution, as it developed over time, was a combination of written, 
statutory law, and unwritten customary law (that is, traditional practice, or 
ancestral custom,  mores maiorum ), and it was within the latter category 
that the power of the senate fell. This was the chink in its armour. The time 
would come when traditional practice was questioned, breached and set 
aside, and with it the authority of the senate. 

 Our main source for the period in question, the last century of the 
Republic, is Cicero (106–43  BC ), a prominent though ultimately ineffectual 
politician and the leading orator of the time. In his heyday the infl uence of 
the senate was already substantially diminished, as political life came to be 
dominated by powerful individuals, generals or tribunes, who exploited 
fi ssures that had opened up within the governing class. After the battles of 
Actium and Alexandria, a senate demoralized by two decades of civil war, 
proscription and confi scation, and by the introduction into its ranks of 
partisans of Caesar and of the triumvirs Octavian, Antony and Lepidus, was 
at the mercy of the victor. In Augustus’ hands the senate underwent a 
thoroughgoing refurbishment and a change of character and direction, to 
equip it for the government of the empire. Augustus overhauled its 
membership, restructured the senatorial career, and supervised entry into 
the senate and promotion through its ranks. 

 The reconstructed senate did not make independent decisions. It lay with 
the emperor whether it discussed matters of importance and issued 
recommendations. For this reason it is diffi cult to accept that the senate was 
a genuine partner in the government of the state.  14   On the other hand the 
emperors made extensive use of individual senators (as they did of 
equestrians).  15   There were some senators on the emperor’s  consilium , the 
informal group of  amici  to which he turned for advice like any magistrate 
under the Republic.  16   The documentation is thin, but their discussions and 
decisions would have covered areas such as fi nance and war that were 
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traditionally senatorial territory, and others that were novel, notably, the 
fashioning of the image of the emperor and the propagation of the ideology 
of the new regime.  17   Senators co- opted onto this body would have rubbed 
shoulders with members of the equestrian order, including the  éminences 
grises  Maecenas and Sallustius Crispus, top equestrian offi cials (for example, 
the praetorian prefect), and members of the royal house including potential 
heirs.  18   Senators, again as individuals, provided vital service as commanders 
and administrators. In fact throughout the period of the Principate senators 
all but monopolised the command of the legions and governed most of the 
provinces. The downside was that high- placed senators might fall foul of 
suspicious or jealous emperors. On the other hand when a dynasty imploded 
or dried up through lack of heirs, it was invariably a senator who succeeded, 
whether through military intervention or adoption. There was only one 
exception, Macrinus, who removed and replaced Caracalla (217). 

 The contrast is stark between the greatly diminished role of the senate as 
an institution and the extensive employment of senators in the government 
of Rome and the empire. This is the case even though the senate did not lack 
all corporate functions and actually acquired new ones. Under the Republic 
it was not a court of law, but emperors allowed it judicial responsibilities in 
specifi c areas, in particular in criminal cases involving senators.  19   Similarly, 
the Republican senate was not a legislature, but more than 200 senatorial 
resolutions, mainly concerning status, inheritance and the maintenance of 
order, are known from the fi rst three centuries of the empire.  20   Further, in 
both the judicial and legislative spheres, imperial activity undermined 
existing institutions. Thus, while the civil courts and the criminal jury- courts 
( quaestiones ) continued to operate – the latter were reorganized under 
Augustus in two signifi cant statutes and a new court was added to deal with 
adultery – they were increasingly overshadowed by imperial jurisdiction, 
both fi rst- order and appellate, and that of other tribunals to which the 
emperor delegated cases.  21   This process was already beginning under 
Augustus (Suet.  Aug.  33; Val.Max. 7.7.3–4; Dio 55.7.2). The new courts 
employed a simplifi ed procedure,  cognitio , based on interrogation by the 
judge.  22   Again, while Augustus was careful to promote legislation through 
the assemblies by means of his tribunician power (see below), he also issued 
decrees and edicts and wrote letters, in a word, ‘constitutions’, which were 
treated as binding. According to the jurist Gaius, who wrote in the mid- 
second century, ‘it has never been doubted’ that a constitution of the emperor 
had the force of law, whereas the legal validity of senatorial resolutions ‘has 
been questioned’ ( Inst.  1.2). His explanation may be less than convincing – 
‘because the emperor has received his  imperium  through a  lex’ – but the fact 
is beyond dispute. Certainly by the time of Gaius imperial constitutions had 
become the main source of law at the expense of enactments issuing from 
popular assemblies,  comitia . As we shall see, there was one area in which 
comitial legislation survived and was of singular importance: the conferral 
of powers on the emperor. 
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 One function of the senate, a highly signifi cant one, remains to be 
discussed. It became customary for the senate to confer legitimacy on a new 
emperor by formally approving his accession, and to pass judgement on a 
dead emperor by voting to deify him (Augustus), or damn his memory 
(Domitian) – or do nothing (Tiberius). This tradition had its origin in the 
manoeuvrings of Augustus in 28–27  BC  when he was seeking to make the 
transition from military dynast to Princeps. 

 The challenge facing Augustus after his triumph on the battlefi eld was to 
arrive at a defi nition of his own powers in relation to the established organs 
of Roman government that would not offend senatorial sensitivity, while 
safeguarding his dominant position in the state. The formula he had arrived 
at by 23  BC  involved the grant by the senate and Roman people of proconsular 
 imperium  (for ten years or fi ve years, not for life), and tribunician power 
(‘annual and perpetual’).  Imperium proconsulare  was power exercised 
abroad by a pro- or ex- magistrate of consular rank. In the case of Augustus 
this was  imperium  with a difference. He exercised direct control over a huge 
province, which included Gaul, Spain and Syria, where the Roman military 
presence was most required and the bulk of the army was stationed, and had 
authority greater ( maius ) than that of other provincial governors, including 
those chosen by the senate. Moreover, his proconsular  imperium  could be 
held in Rome itself. As to  tribunicia potestas:  the utility of the tribunician 
power to Augustus is harder to pin down. A tribune had formidable powers, 
notably the negative power of vetoing senatorial resolutions and preventing 
magisterial actions, and the positive power of carrying legislation through 
the plebeian assembly.  23   However, Tacitus picks out as attractive to Augustus 
the symbolic role of the tribune as protector of the common people 
against the aristocracy ( Ann.  1.2), and it was to enable the tribune to exercise 
this role with impunity that he was awarded sacrosanctity. Tacitus later 
describes the  tribunicia potestas  as a title ( Ann. 3.56:  vocabulum ), and it is 
to be noted that Augustus and all other emperors under the Principate dated 
their reigns by the tenure of tribunician power. Thus Augustus may well 
have valued it as much for its associations as for its prerogatives. His career 
up to this point had been marked by subtle choice and clever exploitation of 
names and titles. ‘Caesar’ secured the loyalty of the soldiers for ‘the boy’ 
Octavian, aged 19, while ‘princeps’ advertised his interest, as Augustus, in 
ridding himself of the image of party leader and dynast. The name recalls the 
 princeps civitatis  of Cicero’s  De Re Publica , who dominates the state by 
virtue of moral authority rather than physical force or even constitutional 
offi ce. ‘Augustus’, on the other hand, was a ‘fi rst’, and implied that its bearer 
was especially favoured by the gods of Rome.  24   In the  Res Gestae  Augustus 
mentions various titles, and lists his many religious offi ces, but is silent on 
the subject of the  imperium  that was the basis of his power. 

 Augustus wrote: ‘I would not accept any offi ce against the custom of our 
ancestors’ ( Res Gestae  6.1). His circumspection with regard to constitutional 
forms is borne out by his refusal in the years after 23  BC  to accept a 
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dictatorship, an ‘annual and perpetual’ consulship, and a supervision of law 
and morals. There is disagreement over whether he took ‘consular’  imperium  
in 19  BC  (which would have given him  imperium  both inside and outside 
Rome), in compensation, as it were, for his abandonment of the consulship. 
He had held that offi ce, to the displeasure of the aristocracy, every year from 
31 to 23  BC . Some scholars have reacted against the arid character of such 
debates by advocating an analysis of the emperor’s actions that is not tied to 
the issue of their legal justifi cation. The epigram ‘the emperor was what the 
emperor did’ is a denial of the primacy of the constitutional question.  25   

 The constitutional arrangements of Augustus do matter – they mattered 
to him and to the aristocracy – and an attempt should be made to comprehend 
them. But they only give us a partial understanding of the emperor’s standing 
and infl uence. To get to the bottom of  that , we would have to examine the 
way he and his successors legimitized their position in the eyes of Romans 
of Rome, Italians, provincials, soldiers – by public munifi cence, ceremonial 
display, restoration and innovation in cult and ritual, and self- promotion 
through the media of epigraphy, coinage, art and architecture.  26   

 To return to the constitutional question, which is our present concern: 
there is an issue as to whether the gap between what the emperor did and 
what he was legally entitled to do (or at least what someone holding his 
magisterial powers might ordinarily have been expected to do) narrowed 
signifi cantly in the period after Augustus – whether the prerogatives of the 
emperor received defi nition that corresponded more closely to imperial 
behaviour. 

 The bronze tablet inscribed with the text known as the ‘lex de imperio 
Vespasiani’ was probably issued shortly after the death of Vespasian’s 
defeated predecessor, Vitellius (20–21 December 69). It contains part of a 
comitial law conferring powers on Vespasian, preceded no doubt by a formal 
act of approval in the senate. Vespasian had been acclaimed as emperor by 
his soldiers at Alexandria on 1 July 69, and, signifi cantly, marked this day as 
the date of his accession. The fi rst clauses, those granting the basic powers, 
are missing. What we have is a series of specifi c prerogatives, for example, the 
right to extend the  pomerium  (the sacred boundary of Rome), and the right 
of commending candidates to magistracies for automatic election. The crucial 
problem of interpretation is raised by the sixth surviving clause, which reads: 
‘. . . and that, whatever he judges to be in accordance with the interest of the 
state and the  maiestas  of divine and human and public and private affairs, he 
shall have the right and power to do and perform, as the divine Augustus, and 
Tiberius Julius Caesar Augustus, and Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus 
Germanicus, had’. Is this a formal grant of total power to act at will, as some 
have thought? If so, the preceding clauses in the law would appear to be 
redundant. The fact that Augustus is named as the fi rst precedent should give 
us pause. As we saw, he took great pains to emphasize that his power was 
exercised within a Republican framework. Vespasian made it clear, from the 
inception of his rule, that he wished to be seen as following in the tradition 
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of the Principate as instituted by Augustus. The position of the clause in the 
statute may hold the key to the puzzle. It is followed by a seventh clause 
exempting Vespasian from certain statutes, and an eighth validating 
retrospectively his actions before becoming ruler. In this context, it is plausible 
to interpret the clause as a grant of residual emergency powers.  27   However 
the clause is interpreted, the law lays bare the fundamental ambiguity of the 
constitutional position of the emperor, as shaped by Augustus. The emperor 
was dominant but was not formally omnipotent, in so far as he looked to 
Republican institutions and procedures for the legitimation of his power. 

 A similar dilemma arises over some juristic texts from the Severan period, 
preserved in the sixth- century  Digest  of Justinian. Gaius in his  Institutes  had 
produced the non sequitur that imperial constitutions had the force of statute 
( lex ) ‘since the emperor himself receives his power by statute’ (Gai.  Inst. 1.2). 
Ulpian in his  Institutes  goes further than Gaius along the same track in 
asserting, no more convincingly, that the conferral of power on the emperor by 
statute involved no less than the transference of the powers of the people to 
the emperor (Ulp. Dig. 1.4 1 pr-1). There is a ‘source problem’ here: this and 
other such texts are snippets lifted by Justinian’s compilers from centuries- old 
juristic treatises. They are cited out of context, and their wording was often 
transformed in the process. We have no means of telling whether Ulpian’s 
statement is an off- the-cuff remark or is part of an extended discussion of a 
theoretical nature – although the consensus seems to be that Roman jurists 
were not prone to indulge in theoretical or philosophical analysis of any depth. 

 A second problematic text from Ulpian states baldly that ‘the emperor is 
not bound by statutes’ (and goes on to discuss, in a sentence, the position of 
the empress) (Ulp. Dig. 1.3.31). The fact that this is a fragment taken from 
Ulpian’s treatise on the  Lex Julia et Papia  gives a clue to the original context 
and meaning. Ulpian was discussing the senatorial privilege of exempting 
the emperor, not from all laws, but from particular laws, or parts thereof, 
here the clause in the marriage laws, sponsored by Augustus himself, which 
imposed disabilities on unmarried or childless persons.  28   The seventh 
surviving clause of the law for Vespasian refers in a general way to imperial 
exemptions that are written into particular statutes, citing as examples 
Augustus, Tiberius and Claudius. The text attributed to Ulpian was no 
doubt music to the ears of Justinian, who regarded himself as the embodiment 
of law ( Novellae  105.2.4), and to later European autocrats. But the jurists 
of the late second and early third centuries still conceptualized imperial 
power as falling short of omnipotence, in as much as they conceded that it 
originated in statutes promoted by the senate and the Roman people.  

  Politics 

 In a restored Republic the senate should have been the governing body of 
the empire. In practice old- style politics, where decisions were made in the 
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senate through discussion and voting, atrophied under the Principate. It did 
not help if an emperor actively encouraged senators to express their views 
and made a show of deferring to the authority of the senior magistrates. In 
fact it became a regular practice for a new emperor to recall the senate to its 
traditional functions, while criticizing his predecessor for having encroached 
on them. Again, electioneering characterized by the open competition for 
power among members of the elite was all but eliminated by the emperor’s 
control of elections and his redefi nition of the goals of political life. In sum, 
there was no prospect of the senate recovering its old dominance in the 
sphere of legislation, while the ambition of individual members of the upper 
classes had to be channelled into service of the emperor, if it was not to be 
branded a threat to the existing order. 

 The gulf between the theory and the practice of the Principate, and the 
tensions and confl ict that this engendered between the emperor and the senate 
and infl uential senators, were a source of fascination to the ancient historical 
writers, especially Tacitus, himself a senator in the late fi rst and early second 
centuries. Their obsession with these themes is such that we have been left in 
almost total ignorance about the way in which policy was actually made at 
court, where the emperor sat with his immediate circle of advisers. 

 One emperor did make an attempt to govern in partnership with the 
senate. This was Tiberius. According to Suetonius ( Tib.  30), his senate 
considered public fi nance, public works, the recruitment and discharge of 
soldiers, provincial commands, and correspondence with client kings. No 
emperor after Tiberius made a genuine attempt to stimulate the senate’s 
initiative in government. Tacitus says Nero kept his promise that the senate 
would ‘preserve its ancient functions’ and reports that ‘many matters were 
decided by the senate’ ( Ann.  13.5). But the examples he gives merely show 
the senate moving against abuses of the previous reign, in particular, the 
prosecution of senators by accusers who had enjoyed the confi dence of 
Claudius. Campaigns of revenge against accusers were tolerated also by 
Galba and Nerva, and were always popular in senatorial circles. Tacitus’ 
detailed narrative for Nero’s reign picks out no accompanying display of 
senatorial independence in the sphere of legislation. There were some men 
of independent spirit in Nero’s senate, but they appear to have lowered their 
sights. It was suffi cient for them that Nero was offering them as much of a 
public role and as much dignity as was compatible with the Principate. In 
any case, after a promising fi ve years or ‘quinquennium’ Nero’s reign took a 
downhill turn and relations with the senate deteriorated. 

 Senators proved no harder to satisfy in later reigns. For the younger Pliny 
the reigns of Domitian and Trajan were a contrast between  dominatio  and 
 principatus  ( Pan.  45). However, the essential difference between the two 
rulers was that Domitian was, or became, openly autocratic in his dealings 
with the senate, whereas Trajan was delicately paternalistic. Trajan’s senate 
had no more authority or infl uence than Domitian’s, and was given no 
weightier matters to discuss (e.g. Pl.  Ep.  8.14.8;  Pan.  54). 



THE ROMAN EMPIRE14

 The Younger Pliny is often taken as representative of a new breed of 
senator who set the tone of Roman senatorial politics at the end of the fi rst 
century and beyond. Coming from remote regions of Italy and, increasingly, 
from cities in the provinces, they made up for their lack of distinguished 
birth by wealth and meritorious service.  29   Their basic political ideal was not 
 libertas , the freedom of the senate to exercise a leading role in government, 
but  obsequium , obedience to the one by whose favour and patronage they 
had risen in station. They blended easily with new men of earlier intakes, 
who had gradually come to predominate in the senate and found no diffi culty 
in accepting the impotence of that body. 

 Their advance was the quicker because senators of higher pedigree and 
more independent values retired from public life, while others who had the 
birth and wealth required of senators chose to follow the alternative careers 
that were opening up in the (still fl edgling) equestrian ‘civil service’.  30   Yet 
other senatorial families failed to reproduce themselves,  31   or were 
progressively eliminated. Every reign made inroads into this group. Usurpers- 
turned-emperors (Vespasian, Septimius Severus) speeded up the process: 
they had scores to settle and partisans to promote. Some rulers (Tiberius, 
Nero, Domitian) lapsed into tyranny. In the fi rst century the main instrument 
of the destruction of aristocrats was the treason law.  32   Originally designed 
to protect the  maiestas , the might or dignity, of the Roman people, this law 
proved capable of extension to take in any political charge involving the 
emperor or his family. According to Tacitus, Tiberius’ Republican act fell 
apart when he ‘brought back’ the treason law ( Ann.  1.72). Nero’s revival of 
the law in 62 was seen as confi rmatory evidence that his rule was sliding 
into tyranny. It came to be regarded as the mark of a ‘good’ emperor that he 
refused to consider  maiestas  charges and swore an oath at his accession that 
he would have no senator put to death. The fi rst such oath was sworn by 
Nerva, reacting to the purge of the last years of Domitian. Coming from an 
emperor such as Septimius Severus it was worthless.  33   

 The oath by itself could not be effi cacious, and in any case it arrived too 
late to save the core of the ‘opposition’ to the emperors. This was made up 
of a few aristocratic families that, because of their ancestry and connections, 
and sometimes beliefs and actions, had fallen foul of a succession of 
suspicious and persecuting emperors. Among the victims were Stoics, men 
like Thrasea Paetus (died 66), who tolerated ‘good’ emperors and provoked 
the ‘bad’ by passive opposition and protest. They were neither conspirators 
nor Republicans. 

 Augustus had broken the back of active Republicanism by a combination 
of tough political management and violence. Thereafter few of those who 
moved against emperors were genuine Republicans. The motives of the 
conspirators of 65 led by Piso against Nero are exposed in Tacitus’ detailed 
account ( Ann.  15.48ff): not one of them was seeking to restore the Republic. 
The senate, then and subsequently, was largely made up of men content with 
their status and having no higher ambition than to secure a measure of 
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(delegated) power, and the honour and material rewards that they derived 
therefrom.  34   They warmed to emperors such as Antoninus Pius and Marcus 
Aurelius who treated the senate with respect and consulted or, at least, 
briefed it on policy issues. In dangerous times they survived and even 
prospered because they were judged, rightly, to be safe men. Pliny and 
Tacitus moved up the magisterial career ladder under Domitian, while 
Cassius Dio is revealed by his own narrative to have entered the senate 
under Commodus, risen up the ranks under Septimius Severus and Caracalla, 
and served in their council.  

  Pax et Principatus 

 The Augustan ‘settlement’ held fast over more than two centuries, there was 
continuity in government and administration, and relative peace in the 
empire.  35   In order to follow these developments, and to trace continuity and 
change in economic life, society and culture in the empire at large – which is 
the purpose and raison d’être of this book – one must penetrate well beyond 
the canonical literary sources, captivated as they are by the eccentricities, 
extravagance and scandalous conduct of individual emperors, court intrigue, 
and tortuous emperor–senate relations; one must also take in the evidence 
provided by epigraphy, papyrology and material remains, as well as sundry 
works of literature. We now set the scene with a brief assessment of the state 
of the empire under the Principate. 

 The Principate brought stability and a measure of unity to a greatly 
enlarged empire. Reign length is one simple index of the stability of the 
regime, a second is the ease of transition from one emperor to another, and 
a third the prevalence of peace. 

 The reigns of Augustus and Tiberius, together taking up almost two- 
thirds of a century, put the new regime on fi rm foundations (27  BC  –  AD  37). 
On the strength of their efforts the Julio-Claudian dynasty survived for three 
further decades (until 68). The Flavian dynasty, father and sons, ruled 
without interruption for the best part of three decades (69–96). The reigns 
of the fi ve emperors who held power from Trajan through the Antonine 
period cover a period of almost a century (98–192), averaging two decades 
per emperor, more or less. If we leave out the last Antonine emperor, 
Commodus (a 16-year reign), these emperors straddled a period long 
regarded by historians (from Cassius Dio to Edward Gibbon and beyond) as 
the most felicitous in Roman imperial history. In the Severan period turnover 
at the top quickened (there were eleven emperors between 193 and 235) but 
still fell far short of the speed of ruler- change that characterised the mid- to-
late third century, the transitional period between Principate and late empire. 
The twenty- one-year reign of Diocletian (who shared power with three 
fellow- tetrarchs), matching the durability of the Antonine monarchs, points 
to his successful restoration and renewal of the empire following the 
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disruption and confusion of the preceding half- century. No emperor after 
the Severan period approaches Diocletian in terms of length of tenure. 
Gallienus, in post for fi fteen years, comes closest. There is a sharp fall- off to 
Valerian’s seven, the six- year terms of Gordian III and Probus, and the fi ve 
years of Philip and Aurelian. Then the revolving door picks up speed, with 
fi fteen or so emperors holding power for one to three years apiece. 

 Successions over the period of the Principate were uncontested, if we 
except the two periods of civil war (68–69, 193–197) that followed dynastic 
collapse. Usurpations prior to the Severan period were rare: three rebel 
generals, Camillus Scribonianus against Claudius (42), L. Antonius 
Saturninus against Domitian (89) and L. Avidius Cassius under Marcus 
Aurelius (175), stand out. Cassius was allegedly given encouragement by the 
emperor’s wife Faustina, who thought that Marcus was on his deathbed (he 
lived another fi ve years), and was concerned that Commodus, aged thirteen, 
would be sidelined or eliminated. All revolts fi zzled out. 

 Otherwise, the empire was relatively peaceful under the Principate. 
Roman emperors put a premium on law and order, even if it was beyond 
their powers to enforce them throughout the empire. There were isolated 
rebellions of freshly conquered peoples during the Julio-Claudian period 
(notably in Illyricum, Gaul, North Africa and Britain), not easily put down. 
Jewish revolts between 66 and 70, and again under Trajan and Hadrian, 
were suppressed with brutal severity, again not without diffi culty.  36   Banditry 
was endemic,  37   but usually on a small scale: Iulius Maternus, an army 
deserter who challenged Commodus in Gaul and Spain, and Bulla Felix who 
embarrassed Septimius Severus in Italy, were rarities (Herodian 1.10–11; 
Dio 77.10–11). Bulla’s origins and status are unknown, but it would be 
over- imaginative to see him as another Spartacus (although his gang may 
well have included runaway slaves). There was nothing like the Sicilian slave 
wars of the late Republic; it is likely enough that there were minor 
disturbances involving slaves of which no record survives. Thanks to Tacitus 
we hear of a revolt of rural slaves near Brindisium stirred up by an 
ex- praetorian guardsman named Titus Curtisius. It was quelled at the 
moment of launching by the intervention of a Roman fl eet, whose manpower 
was organized into an effective force by a quaestor (a minor Roman 
magistrate) who was patrolling the transhumant routes ( calles ) in the region, 
presumably with soldiers under his own charge; in addition, crack troops 
were despatched from Rome by Tiberius (Tac.  Ann.  4.27,  AD  27). Tacitus 
interrupts his largely political narrative to tell the story because he is 
intrigued by the ‘accident’ that three patrol boats were in the area ‘for the 
protection of traders in these waters’. It would be overoptimistic to make 
the inference that traders were routinely provided with protection by fl eets 
throughout the Mediterranean. This would have been beyond the capacity 
of the Romans. Piracy was not, and could not be, totally eradicated, but 
maritime traffi c under the Principate was comparatively secure; traders had 
more reason to fear adverse weather conditions than pirates.  38   
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 Aggressive warfare, wars of conquest, virtually came to an end after 
Augustus. Britain was taken into the empire under Claudius (in 43), and 
Dacia across the Danube by Trajan (in 106).  39   These were exceptions. 
Roman emperors from time to time ‘remembered the Parthians’, more 
particularly the disasters suffered at their hands by the armies of Crassus 
(53  BC ) and Antony (36  BC ). The Parthian empire was invaded under Trajan, 
Marcus and Verus, and the Severans. Temporary gains were made, and 
additional embarrassing defeats avoided. Unquestionably the greatest 
disaster suffered by the Romans and their subjects during the whole of the 
Principate was a by- product of the second of these expeditions. The armies 
of Marcus and Verus brought back from the East in 165 an epidemic disease 
thought to be smallpox, which made inroads into the population of the 
empire, reversing the slow and steady demographic growth of the preceding 
two centuries, and disrupting production, exchange and tax- collection.  40   
There were no Roman losses on any scale on the battlefi eld after the 
catastrophic defeat of Quinctilius Varus, whose three legions were wiped 
out by the Germans in  AD  9.  41   

 Shaken by the disaster in Germany, Augustus left to his successors the 
fi rm counsel that Rome should stay within its current boundaries. On the 
whole they followed his advice. Emperors of the Principate could afford to 
be ‘lazy’, given the absence of serious opposition, external or internal.  42   This 
was partly good luck. Germanic tribes did not learn to combine against 
Rome until the third century – the Marcomannic wars under Marcus 
Aurelius (from 166 or 167) are an early sign that they were capable of doing 
so.  43   Similarly, the threat from the East stepped up markedly once the Persian 
Sassanids had replaced the Parthian Arsacids, again in the third century (in 
226). But it was partly also the heritage of Augustus. He did not abolish war 
(despite the grand gestures of the dedication of the Ara Pacis, dedicated in 
13  BC , and the closing, more than once, of the doors of the temple of Janus, 
symbolic of the end of warfare), but rather exported it to distant lands, 
giving Rome, Italy and the inner provinces the chance to recover from the 
destructive effects of decades of civil war, and in the long term to enjoy 
relative order, peace and prosperity. In the literature emanating from the 
more established and economically advanced provinces of the empire, in 
particular the Greek- speaking East, the benefi ts of the  pax Romana  for 
Rome’s subjects become a recurring theme. 

 A crucial move was the demobilization of the massive army left over 
from the civil wars. Augustus was able to achieve this without resort to 
proscription and land- confi scation in Italy, drawing on the spoils of the new 
province of Egypt. In its place a professional army was recruited with 
regularized terms of service. The state, that is, the emperor, took responsibility 
for its welfare. The new- style army was despatched on a massive mission of 
conquest, which added to the empire the whole of the Iberian peninsula, the 
Alpine regions, Gaul up to the Rhine and the Balkans up to the Danube.  44   
An aggressive foreign policy served as a distraction from the novelty of the 
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Principate, and strengthened the claim of the Princeps to be carrying on the 
great traditions of conquest of Republican Rome. Augustus was, as Tacitus 
notes, ‘the last of the military dynasts’ (‘dux reliquus’, Tac.  Ann.  1.2). It fell 
to his successors to preside over the consolidation of his conquests, the work 
of pacifi cation and assimilation of the conquered peoples, and the 
exploitation of their resources at the relatively low level that was suffi cient 
to pay for a sizeable army stationed for the most part on the frontiers, the 
expenses of the emperor and his court, the cost of free grain, handouts, 
entertainments, buildings and amenities for the city of Rome and its 
inhabitants, and the salaries and profi ts from offi ce of a relatively small but 
steadily growing number of administrators and offi cials.  45   

 The Principate was the most stable and prosperous period in the history 
of Rome.  46    

  Further reading 

 A detailed narrative of the period – in so far as this can be provided, given 
the unevenness of the historical sources – is available in the Cambridge 
Ancient History (revised edition), volumes 10–12 [ed. Bowman  et al. , eds. 
(1996) (2000) (2005)]. Potter (2006), a  Companion  volume, is useful, and 
among general monographs, see Goodman (1997, up to 180) and Potter 
(2004, from 180). Woolf (2012) is a particularly informative and entertaining 
history of the Roman empire as a whole. For background on the Republic, 
general introductions include Crawford (1992), Beard and Crawford (1999) 
and Patterson (2000). For the reign of Augustus, one might profi tably 
consult, among other volumes, Millar and Segal (1984), Raafl aub and Toher 
(1990), Wallace-Hadrill (1993), Eck (2003), Galinsky (2005), and 
Richardson (2012). The pick of the biographies of emperors are Levick 
(1999a) and Seager (2005) on Tiberius, Levick (1990) on Claudius, Griffi n 
(1984) on Nero, and Levick (1999b) on Vespasian. Good on the primary 
sources are Syme (1958) on Tacitus, Millar (1964) on Cassius Dio, Wallace-
Hadrill (1983) on Suetonius, and Cooley (2009) on the  Res Gestae . Still 
useful for its collection of epigraphic and papyrological material is Lewis 
and Reinhold (1990).     



   The setting 

 Contemporaries explained the rise of Rome in terms of the moral character, 
political institutions, military talent and good fortune of the Roman people.  1   
Writers of the era of Augustus (31  BC  –  AD  14) adduced also the physical 
environment of Rome and Italy. Livy, the historian from Padua, referred to 
the central position of Rome in Italy, its serviceable river and not far distant 
sea (5.54.4), while Strabo, the historian and geographer from Amaseia near 
the southern shore of the Black Sea, spoke of the location of Italy in the 
heart of the inhabited world: ‘Further, since it lies intermediate between 
the largest races on the one hand and Greece and the best parts of Libya on 
the other, it not only is naturally well- suited to hegemony, because it 
surpasses the countries that surround it in the valour of its people and in its 
size, but it can also easily avail itself of their services because it is close to 
them’ (286). Pliny the elder, writing in the mid- fi rst century  AD , praised the 
productivity of the Italian peninsula as Varro had done a century before 
(Varro 1.2; Pliny,  HN  37.201–2, 3.39–42). 

 In the eyes of Strabo these natural advantages were not peculiar to Italy, 
but were a possession of the Mediterranean region as a whole: ‘Our interior 
sea has a great advantage in all these respects [over the exterior sea]; and so 
with it I must begin my description. And far greater in extent here than there 
is the known portion, and the temperate portion and the portion inhabited 
by well- governed cities and nations. Again, we wish to know about those 
parts of the world where tradition places more deeds of action, political 
constitutions, arts, and everything else that contributes to practical wisdom; 
and these are the places that are under government, or rather under good 
government’ (122). In fact for Strabo it was less the Mediterranean as a 
whole that possessed signal qualities than the European part of it: ‘But I 
shall begin with Europe, because it has contributed most of its own store of 
good things to the other continents; for the whole of it is inhabitable with 
the exception of a small region that is uninhabited on account of the cold’ 

                 2 
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(126). Strabo’s message is in line with the political ideology of the Augustan 
age, which stressed the cultural unity of Greece and Rome. 

 In asserting the superiority of Mediterranean, or southern European, 
civilization, Strabo does not fall back on environmental determinism. In this 
he is parting company with his major source, Posidonius, and a stream of 
authors going back to the fi fth- century  BC  Hippocratic corpus.  2   Whereas his 
contemporary Vitruvius talks of the balanced temperament of the Italian 
peoples, lying ‘in the true mean within the space of all the world’ (6.1.10), 
Strabo is interested in the ‘diversifi ed details with which our geographical 
map is fi lled’, including the favourable positions of cities and peninsulas and 
the broken texture of coastlines (120ff.). In the case of Italy, he points to the 
length of the peninsula, the extension of the Apennines down much of its 
length, and the not unrelated climatic variation which ensures a variety and 
comprehensive range of foodstuffs. 

 This is Strabo at his most percipient. Regional variation in climate is a 
dominant feature of the landscape of Italy and the northern Mediterranean 
as a whole, which experiences many deviations from the ‘pure’ Mediterranean 
type.  3   This means that given the good communications and developed 
exchange relationships that are easily established in the setting of the 
Mediterranean, individuals, families and communities could survive all but 
the worst natural catastrophes. We should not expect any ancient source to 
produce a balanced account of conditions of life in the Mediterranean. We 
hear nothing from Strabo about endemic weaknesses of the Italian and the 
Mediterranean climate. These include the maldistribution of the rainfall that 
prevents summer growth for root crops; the unreliability of the drought- 
breaking autumn rains which hinders planting and germination; rainfall 
variability during the growth period of the plant; the low level of rainfall in 
certain regions (for example, in the northern Mediterranean, Apulia, much 
of Sicily, and south- east Greece), coinciding with a very high rate of 
variability. Moreover, Strabo obscures the fact that Augustan and early 
imperial Italy was not and could not be economically self- suffi cient, given 
the distribution (and perhaps also the absolute level) of the population. 
There are no reliable demographic data from antiquity, but Rome and the 
cities of Italy may have contained about 30 per cent of the population of 
the peninsula or around two million people, half of them concentrated in 
the capital.  4   The task of feeding so many non- producing consumers was 
beyond the underdeveloped agricultural economy of Italy in the Roman 
period. Of course Rome had been steadily and inexorably tightening its grip 
on external sources of supply in the Mediterranean for two centuries before 
the inauguration of the Principate. It was left to Augustus to extend the 
tentacles of Rome far beyond the Mediterranean basin, and in particular in 
the European sphere. 

 The Roman empire at its peak in the early third century  AD  comprised not 
only the Mediterranean peninsulas, islands, coasts and substantial tracts of 
the interior (to the fringe of the Sahara, to the river Tigris), but also Europe 
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as far north as southern Scotland and the Rhine and Danube (with the 
addition of a slice of southern Germany across the Rhine and Dacia across 
the central Danube). The most extensive advances under the Principate were 
made in Europe during the rule of the fi rst emperor, Augustus. His generals 
pushed the northern frontier from the Alps to the Danube and fi nally pacifi ed 
the Iberian peninsula.  5   

 Augustus achieved much less than he intended. He appears to have 
nurtured the grandiose ambition of advancing beyond the Rhine to the 
China sea, that is, to the ocean in the East. A map of the world begun by his 
right- hand man Agrippa, completed under the direction of the emperor and 
displayed by him on a portico in Rome, showed this distance to be no more 
than three and a half times the breadth of Gaul, east to west.  6   An expedition 
to China over the Elbe, if it had ever been launched, would probably have 
been even more of a shambles than that of Augustus’ prefect of Egypt, Aelius 
Gallus, into Arabia, since they shared a profound ignorance of geography 
(Strabo 780–2; Pliny,  HN  6.159–62). As it was, the military effort was 
stalled between the Rhine and Elbe; the Germans, formidable opponents in 
any case, were able to exploit Roman ignorance of the terrain. 

 Beyond the motive of sheer conquest, strategic and sometimes economic 
considerations played some part in shaping the campaigns of militarily 
active emperors.  7   In the case of Augustus these motives help to explain, on 
the one hand, the conquest of the previously untamed Cantabrian and 
Asturian tribes of the interior of the Iberian peninsula, with the object of 
tapping the mineral resources of the mountains and enhancing the security 
of the coastal plains and river valleys; and, on the other hand, the absence 
of a campaign in Britain, thought to be poor in resources and no great threat 
to Gaul (Strabo 115–16). The annexation of Britain in  AD  43 was a distraction 
from the political embarrassments of Claudius’ accession and early years; it 
was not that wise men in Rome had revised their view of the value of the 
country. The conviction that Britain was not worth anything to Rome 
lingered on (Appian,  BC  pref. 5). 

 Elsewhere, the eastern frontier was the main theatre of war. Persia 
exercised a fatal attraction for the more militarily ambitious emperors, as it 
had done for a succession of would- be emulators of Alexander the Great in 
the closing decades of the Republic, most notably Crassus, Caesar and 
Antony. Trajan ( AD  96–117) followed up his two Dacian wars and eventual 
annexation of Dacia with a vigorous campaign east of the Euphrates, which 
led to the establishment, briefl y, of the provinces of Armenia, Parthia and 
Assyria (Adiabene, beyond the Tigris). His motive, according to the historian 
Cassius Dio (68.17.1), was a desire for glory. The expedition of Lucius Verus 
in  AD  167 deep into Parthian territory was punitive rather than annexationist, 
but Septimius Severus established the provinces of Mesopotamia and 
Osrhoene beyond the Euphrates in the late 190s. Cassius Dio, a contemporary, 
was not convinced of the permanence of these conquests: ‘Severus . . . was in 
the habit of saying that he had gained a large additional territory and made 
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it a bulwark for Syria. But the facts themselves show that it is a source of 
continual wars for us, and of great expense. For it provides very little revenue 
and involves very great expenditure; and having extended our frontiers to 
the neighbours of the Medes and Parthians, we are constantly so to speak at 
war in their defence’ (75.3.2–3). Dio’s words were prophetic, for within a 
few years the last of the Severans, Alexander, marched east to inaugurate an 
apparently never- ending cycle of armed confrontations with the aggressive 
Sassanids, who had lately risen from the ashes of the Parthian dynasty and 
were determined to restore the ancient Persian empire in all its former glory. 
Persia/Parthia was a case apart. Most emperors, whatever the nature of their 
offi cial pronouncements, valued consolidation and stability above expansion 
and concomitant insecurity. The  limes , a strategic system based on linear 
frontiers, its characteristic features regular forts, walls, palisades, fences and 
roads, was a product of this preference. 

 The Roman empire, then, extended far beyond the Mediterranean world. 
Yet throughout the period of the Principate, from about 27  BC  to  AD  235, the 
political axis and cultural base of the empire were to be found in the 
Mediterranean.  

  Rome, Italy, and the political elite 

 Rome in the age of Augustus was the seat of emperors, the court and 
administration and the residence of close on a million people. Rome was 
essentially a parasite city, feeding off the manpower and wealth of Italy and 
the numerous provinces that made up the Roman empire. The dramatic 
growth of the capital city in the two centuries before Augustus, in the course 
of which its population may have quintupled, was achieved by high levels of 
immigration of destitute Italian peasants and enslaved provincials. Under 
the Principate, the infl ux from largely provincial sources continued and had 
to continue at a signifi cant, if lower, rate, if the population was to stabilize 
at its Augustan level. Again, the expensive grain distributions, public works 
programmes and entertainments of the city of Rome were fi nanced from 
imperial taxes and rents from public properties carved out from the territory 
of other states. 

 These revenues were drawn in large part from the provinces. Italy was 
not a province and was exempt from the direct tax on property and persons. 
This privileged status was retained until the end of the third century when 
Diocletian introduced a provincial administration into Italy and imposed a 
property and capitation tax. 

 Italy’s special status was however gradually undermined in the course of 
the Principate by the infl ux of upper- class provincials into the senate and 
into the second rank of the Roman aristocracy, the equestrian order.  8   By the 
early third century Italians had lost their absolute majority in both orders. 
Moreover, provincials had replaced Italians as emperors by the turn of the 
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fi rst century. Trajan, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius were of Spanish stock, 
the family of Antoninus Pius was Gallic in origin, and the Severan dynasty 
had its roots in the local aristocracy of Lepcis Magna on the coast of 
Libya. Nevertheless, Italians held more than their share of important posts 
throughout our period. Moreover, it was the Mediterranean regions not the 
northern provinces that shared with Italy the direction of the empire. 

 The Roman and Italian elite only slowly and reluctantly opened its ranks 
to provincials, and remained very selective in the areas allowed representation. 
Only Latin- speaking western provincials were received into the senate until 
late in the fi rst century; thereafter individual Greek- speakers, mainly from 
the coastal and riverine areas of Greece and Asia Minor, were admitted, but 
most provincial senators were from the West, especially from the 
Mediterranean regions of the Iberian peninsula, France and the north 
African provinces. 

 The progressive but eccentric emperor Claudius gave encouragement to 
the politically ambitious leaders of the Aedui of Autun, traditionally the 
most loyal of the tribes within the Three Gauls (that part of Gaul conquered 
by Julius Caesar in the 50s  BC , as distinct from the Gallic province fashioned 
out of Provence and the Rhône valley in the 120s  BC ). Claudius ruled that 
the Aedui and their fellow countrymen were eligible for membership of the 
Roman senate, and he pressed his view on the senate itself. If we wish, we 
can credit Claudius with a concept of the unity of the Roman world, a world 
in which the conquered, whatever their race, profi ted as much as the 
conquerors from the Roman peace. It is not in fact easy to extract this vision 
from the exceedingly tentative and engagingly pedantic speech that survives 
in part on the so- called Lyon tablet and also in summary form in Tacitus 
( ILS  212; Tacitus,  Ann.  11.24–5.1). Claudius’ conceptions were certainly 
much more advanced than those of the majority of senators, who, to judge 
from the speech itself, were disinclined to accept non-Italians of any kind 
into their ranks. But his intervention had very little effect on the composition 
of the senatorial order. Apart from Iulius Vindex who as governor of Gallia 
Lugdunensis rebelled against Nero in  AD  68, and perhaps his father, there are 
no known senators from the Three Gauls in the Julio-Claudian era (Augustus 
to Nero). 

 In this same period a few Gallic chieftains, men like C. Iulius Victor (who 
advertised his Celtic origins on inscriptions: son of Congonnetodunus, 
grandson of Acedomopas), are known to have served in or around their own 
province as army offi cers of equestrian rank. From the Roman point of view 
this was a limited reward for loyalty. Such men had typically held the post 
of provincial high priest of the imperial cult.  9   Their employment in positions 
of authority in the army was evidently considered a relatively safe gamble. 
It must also have seemed logical to make use of Gauls as leaders as well as 
rank- and-fi le soldiers in the native, ‘auxiliary’, regiments. However, Gauls 
did not command the troops of fi rst rank, the legions. Nor did army offi cers 
move on to imperial administrative posts; the Gallic fi nancial offi cial 
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(procurator) C. Iulius Alpinus Classicianus is a rarity in the Julio-Claudian 
period. The judgment that ‘down to  AD  69 the admission of Gallic gentry to 
the Roman administrative class was proceeding normally’ is unjustifi ed.  10   

 No breakthrough was made by Gaul or the northern provinces as a whole 
in the hundred years that followed.  11   A mere handful of senators and 
equestrian military men are known (and the latter did not pursue full careers 
in the imperial service) to be set alongside an ever- increasing list of provincial 
senators, offi cials with responsibilities for fi nance, and army offi cers from 
the Mediterranean provinces. 

 It is diffi cult to fi t into this pattern the career of one Marcus Valerius 
Maximianus from Ptuj in Yugoslavia, the Trajanic colony of Poetovio in the 
province of Upper Pannonia.  12   We know nothing of his education, but can 
assume that it played little part in his rapid promotion to equestrian and 
then senatorial rank, by special appointment of the emperor Marcus 
Aurelius. What infl uenced Marcus in his favour was his distinction as a 
soldier and leader of men, shown in a succession of special military missions. 
In the reign of Marcus ( AD  161–80) the Roman world was given a preview 
of what the tribes across the northern frontier could do if they got together. 
A coalition of German tribes poured across the Rhine and penetrated as far 
as north Italy. The fl imsiness of the defence line, and no doubt the weakness 
of the high command, were exposed. Maximianus (a Danubian, not a Gaul 
or Briton) may have been a rare bird; there are few known parallels.  13   We 
are not justifi ed in inferring that it was part of Marcus’ regular strategy to 
promote to senatorial rank fi rst- rate military men from frontier provinces, 
so that he could award them army commands without breaking the 
convention that such commands were for senators. 

 Septimius Severus is commonly credited with the more radical step of 
appointing equestrian prefects to the command of his newly created legions, 
thus beginning a trend that culminated in the virtual exclusion of senators 
from army commands by the end of the third century. He is also thought to 
have changed the pattern of promotion, in that he made it easier for the 
ordinary soldier to rise through the ranks and hold a commission. As in the 
case of Marcus, so with Septimius Severus: one must be careful not to 
exaggerate the scale of his innovations or even their innovatory character.  14   
Decisive change did not precede the collapse of the Severan dynasty in 235. 
In the century that followed, the direction of the Roman empire was placed 
fi rmly in the hands of military men from the Balkan provinces. In our period, 
however, the domination of the Mediterranean governing class was 
undisturbed. 

 The causes are multiple, and sometimes intangible. Local loyalties were a 
salient factor. They operated within the Mediterranean sphere as well. It 
would be absurd to dub as failures the numerous local politicians who did 
not engage in public careers outside their cities and provinces – including 
men as distinguished as Dio of Prusa in Asia Minor, Plutarch of Chaeronea 
in Greece, and Apuleius from Madauros in Africa.  15   That would be to 
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underrate the strength of local patriotism and the willingness of leading men 
to satisfy their ambitions at home. To these considerations we can add, with 
varying degrees of applicability, distance from Rome, inadequate fi nancial 
resources and, among the better informed, an appreciation of the uncertainties 
and perils of politics in the capital. But especially in the northern provinces 
social and cultural considerations are crucial: the relative weakness of 
urbanization and the values associated with it and therefore the maintenance 
of traditional structures and ways of life. These factors operated in both 
directions, to rebuff those who sought imperial careers and to discourage 
those who were in principle eligible. 

 The sources do not catch for us either the stifl ing of ambition at source or 
its rejection by emperors and their advisers. But contemporary literature, the 
creation of spokesmen of the imperial political and cultural elite, reveals 
attitudes that help to explain the absence of Northerners from high offi ce 
and the Mediterranean orientation of the empire throughout our period.  

  Civilization and its limits 

 Two of Augustus’ strategic aims, the conquest of the North, and the 
reconciliation of the Greek world to Rome, present a sharp contrast. Less 
than two generations earlier, Roman rule in the eastern Mediterranean had 
barely survived the rebellion of Mithridates VI of Pontus and his Greek- 
speaking allies. The fearful revenge taken by the Romans and the succession 
of civil wars that they proceeded to fi ght on Greek soil did nothing to lessen 
Greek hostility to Roman rule. Yet this period of crisis in Greek–Roman 
relations also witnessed two related, positive developments: the progressive 
acknowledgment by educated Romans of the superiority of Greek culture, 
and the forging of links of mutual interest between individual Roman and 
Greek aristocratic families. Augustus’ aim and achievement were to foster 
the mutual dependence of Romans and Greeks and thereby secure the 
empire and broaden its base. In this he was aided by men of letters from the 
Greek- speaking parts of the empire. Among those who moved to Rome it is 
Dionysius of Halicarnassos, with his message that Romans were actually 
Greek in origin and culture, who catches the eye. However, the most rounded 
vision of the unity of the Graeco-Roman world, and the fullest exploration 
of its cultural limits, is provided by Strabo, a man from the Pontus whose 
ancestors had been active partisans of Mithridates.  16   

 The distinction between the civilized and uncivilized is a recurring motif 
in Strabo. This distinction embraces, in the fi rst place, the division between 
plain and mountain. Civilization was an urban phenomenon, centring on 
the  polis , the self- governing town or city- state; and the urban life with which 
Strabo was familiar, in southern Europe and Asia Minor, was concentrated 
in a narrow coastal fringe hemmed in by impressive and daunting mountain 
ranges. (In the south and south- east it was the desert that limited the 
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penetration of urban civilization.) Strabo presents a picture of Europe as a 
continent in which plain and mountain coexist, the inhabitants of the plain 
preserving a dominant role with the aid of the political authorities: ‘The 
whole of it is diversifi ed with plains and mountains, so that throughout its 
entire extent the agricultural and civilized element dwells side by side with 
the war- like element; but of the two elements the one that is peace- loving is 
more numerous and therefore keeps control over the whole body; and the 
leading nations too – formerly the Greeks and later the Macedonians and 
the Romans – have taken hold and helped’ (127). 

 Elsewhere we are told how the Romans ‘helped’ not just by taming the 
wild men of the hills, but by bringing them down to the valleys and 
converting them into sedentary farmers. Thus, when the Romans extended 
their advance into the interior Iberian peninsula in the reign of Augustus, the 
symbol of their success was held to be the abandonment by the conquered 
tribes of their hill- top refuges and their resettlement as communities of 
farmers in the plain, preferably within the territory and juridical and fi scal 
control of an urban centre. The strategy was apparently successful among 
the Turdetani of Baetica, the southern Spanish province (151), less so among 
the Lusitani and the northern tribes, who after the conquest still lived on 
goat’s milk, ate acorn- bread for two- thirds of the year, drank beer not wine, 
used butter not olive oil, and exchanged by barter (154). Strabo was aware 
that goods were exchanged between mountain and plain, that for example 
the Ligurians brought down to Genua fl ocks, hides, honey and timber and 
took back olive oil and wine (they drank for preference milk and a beverage 
made of barley). But it was his conviction that the mountain peoples were 
forced into such exchange relationships by the poverty of their own territory, 
and that their natural instinct was to plunder (202). Throughout antiquity 
mountains preserved their reputation among the cultured urban elite as the 
haunt of the brigand, the barbarian and the savage, man and beast. 

 Besides the mountain – and in the south the desert, whose nomadic 
inhabitants ‘are driven by poverty and by wretched soil or climate to resort to 
their kind of life . . . being more often root- eaters than meat- eaters, and using 
milk and cheese for food’ (833 cf. 839) – the north of Europe removed from 
the Mediterranean was condemned as uncivilized. The comment of Diodorus 
the Sicilian on the Celts of Gaul is typical: ‘Since temperateness of climate is 
destroyed by the excessive cold, the land produces neither wine nor oil, and as 
a consequence those Gauls who are deprived of these fruits make a drink out 
of barley which they call  zythos  or beer, and they also drink the water with 
which they cleanse their honeycombs. The Gauls are exceedingly addicted to 
the use of wine and fi ll themselves with the wine brought into their country 
by merchants, drinking it unmixed, and since they partake of this drink 
without moderation by reason of their craving for it, when they are drunken 
they fall into a stupor or a state of madness. Consequently, many of the Italian 
traders, induced by the love of money that characterizes them, believe that the 
love of wine of these Gauls is their own godsend’ (5.26.2–3).  17   
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 Diodorus was writing shortly before the great period of expansion under 
Augustus. Strabo lived through this period: ‘At the present the Romans are 
carrying on a war against the Germans, setting out from the Celtic regions 
. . . and have already glorifi ed the fatherland with some triumphs over them’ 
(287). Strabo’s words imply that Rome’s mission in the North was essentially 
one of conquest rather than the spread of Graeco-Roman civilization.  18   In 
another passage the impact of Rome on the way of life of the conquered 
barbarians is tacitly recognized: ‘The Romans too took over many nations 
that were naturally savage owing to the regions they inhabited, because 
those regions were either rocky or without harbours or cold or for some 
other reason ill- suited to habitation by any number. Thus they not only 
brought into communication with each other peoples who had been isolated, 
but also taught the more savage how to live under forms of government’ 
(127). The approach of the Roman government was essentially pragmatic, 
its cultural objectives limited. The frontier peoples were to be tamed, 
neutralized and exploited. The exposure of conquered barbarians to a 
superior way of life was part of this policy, but a means to that end, not an 
end in itself. 

 Strabo’s cultural prejudice is allied to ignorance. He knew that the 
expansion of Rome (rather than the industrious research of geographers) 
had signifi cantly increased men’s knowledge of the North (14; 117–18),  19   
but did not himself tap these new sources of information. Thus in his 
discussion of Gallic geography Strabo seems more interested in scoring off 
Pytheas the geographer from Marseilles of the fourth century  BC  than in 
learning from Caesar. One must of course be careful when evaluating 
geographers of antiquity to avoid making anachronistic judgments. The 
ancients lived with only a partial knowledge even of that part of the world 
with which they were familiar. Estimates of the length and breadth of the 
Mediterranean and distances within it varied greatly, while Pliny 
miscalculated the length of Italy, his home country, by about 400 Roman 
miles ( HN  3.43). In antiquity distance was measured in travel- time, which 
was far from constant, especially at sea. No one therefore would have been 
surprised let alone shocked by Strabo’s apparent lack of interest in seeking 
to acquire and pass on precise information, as exemplifi ed in the following 
passage: ‘Now a country is well- defi ned when it is possible to defi ne it by 
rivers or mountains or sea; and also by a tribe or tribes, by a size of such and 
such proportions, and by shape where this is possible. But in every case, in 
lieu of a geometric defi nition, a simple and roughly outlined defi nition is 
suffi cient. So, as regards a country’s size, it is suffi cient if you state its greatest 
length and breadth; and as regards shape, if you liken a country to one of 
the geometric fi gures (Sicily for example to a triangle) or to one of the other 
well- known fi gures (for instance, Iberia to an oxhide, the Peloponnesos to a 
leaf of a plane tree)’ (83). The Roman army imposed a modicum of order by 
laying down and measuring out in Roman miles or a local equivalent an 
arterial road system, and by building up a body of reasonably accurate 
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information on particular localities. But outside the military, confusion 
reigned and was tolerated. 

 In Strabo’s case the ignorance, which most men shared, of the basic 
geography of non-Mediterranean Europe was compounded by lack of 
interest, no doubt a by- product of his cultural bias. Strabo accompanied his 
patron the prefect of Egypt, Aelius Gallus, on his exploratory voyage down 
the Nile, but did not penetrate north (or west) of Italy. 

 For a provincial’s appreciation of the empire in the golden age of its 
development, the middle of the second century  AD , it is customary to turn to 
Aelius Aristides, the sophist and rhetorician from the town of Hadrianoutherae 
inland from Pergamum in Asia Minor. It was Aristides who hailed the 
fulfi lment of Claudius’ dream of the  orbis Romanus , of Rome as the 
 communis patria  of the world. ‘You have caused the word “Roman” to 
belong not to a city, but to be the name of a sort of common race, and this 
not one out of all the races, but a balance to all the remaining ones. You do 
not now divide the races into Greeks and barbarians . . . you have divided 
people into Romans and non-Romans. Yet no envy walks in your empire. 
For you yourselves were the fi rst not to begrudge anything, since you made 
everything available to all in common and granted to those who are capable 
not to be subjects rather than rulers in turn’ (26.63,65). 

 The most convincing aspect of Aristides’ oration ‘To Rome’ is its fi rm 
Hellenocentricity. Rome’s great achievement in the eyes of the Greek world 
and Aristides its representative was to promote a renaissance of Hellenic 
urban culture and civilization: ‘Now all the Greek cities fl ourish under you, 
and the offerings in them, the arts, all their embellishments bring honour to 
you, as an adornment in a suburb’ (26.94). ‘You continually care for the 
Greeks as if they were your foster fathers, protecting them, and as it were 
resurrecting them, giving freedom and self- rule to the best of them’ (26.96). 
The unity of the world under Rome symbolized by the spread of the Roman 
citizenship was a secondary consideration. Aristides pays lip- service to the 
Roman/non-Roman distinction, slipping back easily into the traditional 
division of the world between Greeks and barbarians. Roman citizenship 
was only sparsely distributed in the Greek East, even among the provincial 
upper classes. In the province of Lycia/Pamphylia in south- west Asia Minor, 
fewer than half of about a hundred known holders of the provincial high 
priesthood, the highest local offi ce, were Roman citizens before the turn of 
the second century  AD . Caracalla, the elder son of Septimius Severus, changed 
all this by conferring citizenship at a stroke on almost all free inhabitants of 
the empire by an edict of  AD  212. Meanwhile, Aelius Aristides all but ignored 
the non-Mediterranean world. Its existence is acknowledged only by a brief 
reference to frontier warfare and the constant reminder of the cultural 
cleavage between Greeks and barbarians, whose education at the hands of 
the Romans is compared with horse- training (26.70,96).  20   

 The opinions of Cassius Dio from Nicaea in north- west Asia Minor (not 
far from Strabo’s Amaseia near the south Black Sea coast, and even closer to 
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the inland town of Hadrianoutherae, Aristides’ birthplace) are of particular 
signifi cance.  21   He was a senator, a member of the Roman governing class; he 
lived right at the end of our period and might therefore have been expected 
to refl ect two centuries of social transformation in the frontier regions. We 
might note in passing his total ignorance of the geography of Britain, the 
scene of a war waged by Septimius Severus in 208–11 (76.12.5; cf. 39.50.2), 
and his curiously selective ethnography, which is entirely devoted to the wild 
and colourful Caledonians and Macatae against whom the military effort 
was directed. Only the barest recognition is afforded the non- hostile, even 
friendly, province of Britain from which Severus launched his expedition 
(76.12.1–13.4). But it is Dio’s treatment of the Pannonians that deserves the 
closest scrutiny. Dio had served as legate of the Danubian province of Upper 
Pannonia and therefore, as he himself insists, was writing from knowledge 
(49.36.4). The Danubian army constituted the largest concentration of 
frontier troops in the empire, about ten legions plus auxiliary regiments. In 
unstable times this army was a potent political force. In 193 Septimius 
Severus held Upper Pannonia as governor and was carried to power on the 
backs of the Danubian legions. Before long, the army, which drew its recruits 
from the region, would promote men of local origin who had risen through 
the ranks. Maximinus, a huge and heroic soldier from the province of Lower 
Moesia who replaced the last of the Severans, Severus Alexander, was merely 
the fi rst of a series of Balkan emperors culminating in the great conservative 
reformer Diocletian. 

 Cassius Dio has nothing to say of the consulship (in about 187) or earlier 
career of Maximianus the soldier from Ptuj or its implications for the future, 
though he is interested in the irregular progress of one Aelius Triccianus. If 
Dio’s account of his career is complete, this rank- and-fi le soldier in the 
Pannonian army became in succession doorkeeper of the legate of Pannonia, 
prefect of one of the new Parthian legions (under Caracalla,  AD  198–217), 
prefect of the legion stationed on the Alban mount (under the short- lived 
emperor Macrinus, in  AD  217–18), senator by special adlection, and governor 
of Pannonia Inferior before his death by order of the emperor Elagabalus 
(218–22). Dio brands him an upstart and implies that his promotion had 
attracted criticism. But something is said in his favour: he died because he had 
annoyed the men of the Alban legion with the strictness of his discipline.  22   
About ten years later ex- legionary soldiers were baying for the blood of 
another ex- governor of a Pannonian province for precisely the same reason 
(the same words are used). The man concerned – it was Dio himself – after 
having served as consul for the second time in  AD  229, abandoned Rome and 
Italy forever for his native province on the advice of an emperor, Severus 
Alexander, who could honour but not protect him (80.4.2ff.). The threat came 
from the soldiers of the praetorian guard, who had once been men from Italy, 
Spain, Macedonia and Noricum ‘of rather respectable appearance and simple 
habits’ but, since the triumphant entry of Septimius Severus into the city in 
193, had become Danubians ‘most savage in appearance, most terrifying in 
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speech, and most boorish in conversation’ (75.2.4–5). Nursing a bad leg and 
his dignity in Bithynia, Dio produced this considered opinion of the Pannonians 
as a race: ‘The Pannonians dwell near Dalmatia along the bank of the Danube 
from Noricum to Moesia, and live of all men the most wretchedly. Both their 
soil and climate are poor; they cultivate no olives and produce no wine except 
to a very slight extent and of a very poor quality, since the climate is mostly 
extremely harsh. They not only eat barley and millet but drink liquids made 
from them. For having nothing to make a civilized life worthwhile, they are 
extremely fi erce and bloodthirsty’ (49.36.4).  23   

 Of writers from the western Mediterranean, Tacitus (perhaps a native of 
the old Gallic province of Narbonensis) is the most important source on 
Germany, Gaul and Britain.  24   Within his sphere of interest, however, he was 
very selective. Rome’s opponents held considerable fascination for him, 
especially the Germans, whose customs and institutions are given extended 
treatment in a monograph. He had an eye for heroic leadership, and derived 
wry pleasure from ascribing to Rome’s most dangerous opponents, whether 
Arminius the German, Civilis the Gaul or Boudicca the Briton, virtues that 
he believed the Romans as a people had abandoned – in particular, love of 
liberty. Once enemies became subjects, however, Tacitus lost interest in them. 
The unconquered and perhaps unconquerable Germans receive monographic 
treatment, not the conquered Gauls. 

 In a well- known but unique passage ( Agr. 19–21), Tacitus outlines the 
Romanizing policy of his father- in-law Agricola in the province of Britain, 
of which he was governor in  AD  78–84. Agricola saw his brief as to lead 
British tribal chieftains and their sons to live an urban life, receive a Roman 
education and adopt Roman customs. The motive is clear, to turn a nation 
of warriors into peaceful subjects. The passage is damning of the British 
tribal aristocracy, characterized as people ‘without settled communities or 
culture’, easily roused to war. Once introduced to urban life, they fell for its 
baser attractions, and imagined in their innocence or ignorance that they 
had found civilization. On the contrary, they had given up liberty for slavery, 
under the artful supervision of the Roman authorities. 

 The same passage obliquely acknowledges that the identical process had 
been going on in Gaul. Agricola is alleged to have thought that British native 
intelligence more than made up for Gallic training. A casual detail in the 
 Annals  of Tacitus under the year  AD  21 comes to mind: sons of Gallic 
chieftains in pursuit of a Roman education at Autun (Augustodunum) were 
taken as hostages by the rebels C. Iulius Florus and C. Iulius Sacrovir 
(3.41.3). The item conveys a message about the limits of Romanization. 
Here the cause of Gallic liberty won a symbolic victory over the slavery of 
Romanization. The rebels were tribal chieftains, benefi ciaries of Rome (they 
bore the names of Caesar), who had presumably themselves been exposed to 
a version of the Roman provincial educational system. Of some more 
dangerous enemies of Rome it was written that they ‘possessed not only a 
knowledge of Roman discipline but also of the Roman tongue, many also 
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had some measure of literary culture, and the exercise of the intellect was 
not uncommon among them’. This appraisal of the Pannonian rebels of  AD  
6 by the underrated contemporary historian Velleius Paterculus (2.110.4) 
has puzzled modern commentators, but Tacitus would have seen the point 
(and ignored the exaggeration).  25   

 The rebels of  AD  21 were put down relatively quickly. But Romans must 
have wondered whether the balance could ever be tipped permanently 
against Gallic liberty. Doubts would have been confi rmed by the events of 
68–70, when fi rst Iulius Vindex and then Iulius Civilis raised the banner of 
revolt. The former was a provincial governor. In the account of Tacitus, the 
Roman general Petillius Cerialis, eventual conqueror of Iulius Civilis, 
declared before the assembled Treviri and Lingones that the gulf between 
Romans and Gauls had been bridged. Gauls were in command of legions, 
conquerors and conquered were partners in empire. The claims are hollow. 
They would have convinced or attracted few Romans. 

 The pacifi cation process in the British and Gallic provinces was incomplete 
in the age of Tacitus (he died in the 120s). ‘More like Italy than a province’ 
was the elder Pliny’s verdict on the old Gallic province of Narbonensis, 
essentially the south of France ( HN  3.31). Uncertainty over Tacitus’ own 
origin (south France or north Italy?) is symbolic. Almost two centuries of 
occupation and pacifi cation, colonization and immigration, building on the 
climatic resemblances with and physical proximity to Italy, had produced a 
remarkable similarity of institutions and culture. But the rest of Gaul, and 
Britain, remained essentially unchanged. Their basic structure was tribal, 
not urban. But without thoroughgoing urbanization, there was no prospect 
of an integrated Graeco-Roman-Celtic society. 

 What however of the men of Illyricum, the great central land mass of the 
Balkans? We have to wait a century and a half for an appreciation of the 
men who saved the Roman empire in the third century. The African Aurelius 
Victor, a governor in Pannonia in the mid- fourth century, wrote: ‘Their 
fatherland was Illyricum; and although they had little concern with liberal 
culture, yet seasoned in the hardships of the farm and the camp, they proved 
best for the state’ ( Caes.  39.26). Velleius’ educated rebels had become 
Victor’s ill- educated heroes.  26   

 We might, in sum, have imagined that the perspective of commentators and 
observers would have altered, as information on the North was acquired and 
disseminated, and as Rome was seen to be making an impact on the northern 
peoples. In fact, it is impossible to detect in literature any softening of attitude 
or any positive response to cultural and political change in the area from north- 
west Gaul and Britain to the Lower Danube. From Strabo to Cassius Dio, from 
the beginning to the end of our period, the cultural elite of the empire drew a 
fi rm line between what they saw as the Mediterranean core of the empire and 
its barbaric periphery. In particular, the conquest of the North did not in their 
view produce a broader cultural unity. Rome broadened its governmental and 
cultural base, but not to the extent of assimilating the North.  



THE ROMAN EMPIRE32

  ADDENDUM 

 The early Roman empire was centred on the Mediterranean basin. Augustus pushed 
the frontiers beyond the Alps to the Rhine and Danube, but the pendulum of power 
did not swing away from the Mediterranean until the second half of the third century, 
when the empire was saved, and taken over, by military men from the Balkans. 
Under the Principate the emperors and the aristocracy over whom they presided 
were drawn from a class of hereditary, city- based, landowners. Romans and Italians 
in the fi rst instance, in the course of time they shared power and most of the rewards 
of empire with the richest, most ambitious, and best- connected members of the 
urban elite from the peaceful, demilitarized provinces of the Mediterranean region. 
The careers and origins of the governing class continue to exercise scholars (see ch. 1 
and ch. 8 Addendum); also the shared culture of Rome- based and local elites (ch. 12 
Addendum), imperial and municipal institutions (ch. 3 Addendum), the ideology of 
empire (Ando 2000, Inglebert 2002, Woolf 2011b, Lavan 2013), and the army and 
frontiers (Whittaker 1994, 2004, Goldsworthy 1996, Bowman 2003, Sabin  et al.  
2007). In addition, there has been new and lively interest in the environment and 
ecology of the Mediterranean, and the diet and living standards of its inhabitants. 

 All modern research into the interaction of people and the environment in the 
Mediterranean is in debt to Braudel (1949, Engl. transl. 1972). Subsequently 
archaeologists, whether primarily interested in land- or seascapes, have made the 
running, in delineating the essential characteristics of the region – fragmentation, 
variability, risk, connection – and modelling human adaptation and survival 
strategies in a semi- arid environment. Trail- blazing papers include Evans (1973, 
1977), Forbes (1976), Halstead (1981a, 1981, 1987) and Cherry (1981, 1985). 
Book- length treatments have followed, in some cases at a distance: Halstead and 
O’Shea (1989), Jameson, Runnels and van Andel (1994), Broodbank (2000), Forbes 
(2007), Halstead (2014), the last of these a classic work of synthesis, accessible and 
written with a light touch, on the nature of the peasant economy in the Mediterranean, 
based on four decades of watching and conversing with ‘recent’ peasants. The 
conceptual scheme devised by these and other archaeologists fed into historical 
works such as Garnsey, Gallant and Rathbone (1984), Garnsey (1988), Purcell 
(1990), Gallant (1991), and Horden and Purcell (2000), the last of these a 
monumental volume covering the Mediterranean as a whole over three millennia 
(and volume II is in the pipeline). Immensely learned, dense and provocative, this 
work has expanded interest among historians in the society and economy of the 
Mediterranean. See e.g. Shaw (2001a), Fentress and Fentress (2001), Malkin (2005, 
2011), and Harris, ed. (2005, 2013). Broodbank (2013), foreshadowed by Broodbank 
(2000), is a book on a similar grand scale. Highly illuminating and engagingly 
written, it treats the Mediterranean ‘from the beginnings to the emergence of the 
classical world’ (c. 500  BC ). Secular climate change is at the centre of the narrative; 
the classic ‘Mediterranean’ regime (risky, semi- arid) is revealed to be not a constant, 
but a roughly 6000-year bubble in time, preceded by all kinds of other regimes. We 
are thus led to look further back in time than a few centuries for the origins of the 
system that underpinned the Roman Empire. What emerges is a complex picture 
with many different strands, and a long drawn out process of self- ordering 
convergence. This book will provide added stimulus to the growing interest in 
climate change, profi ting from the increasing availability of climate data. The 
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Harvard- based, interdisciplinary project on climate change has already produced 
signifi cant pilot papers. See McCormick  et al.  (2012) and McCormick (2013), the 
latter appearing in Harris (2013), a collection of papers on the environment 
(assuredly not the last such volume). 

 Cereals (mainly wheat and barley), dry legumes (especially broad beans, lentils 
and chickpeas), the olive and the products of the vine form the basis of the classic 
Mediterranean diet. See Wilkins  et al.  (1995), Garnsey (1999). The vital contribution 
of cereals, particularly wheat (of various kinds), to nutrition is rightly emphasized in 
the literature. See Foxhall and Forbes (1982), Sallares (1991), Horden and Purcell 
(2000), 201ff. Shaw (2013) brilliantly evokes the centrality of wheat in the lives and 
culture of the people of the Mediterranean. On olives, see Foxhall (2007). Fish and 
other marine foods can be assumed to have been a regular part of the diet of coastal 
and island populations (though equal access to these resources should not be taken 
for granted), likewise animal meat among country- dwellers (who made up perhaps 
eighty per cent of the inhabitants of the Mediterranean region). In both cases, fi sh 
and meat, their actual contribution to overall nutrition is unclear. Diversity is to be 
expected, refl ecting differences in the environment, social class, wealth, occupation 
and culture. On fi sh, see Gallant (1985), challenged by Purcell (1995a) and Marzano 
(2013b), who argues for an expansion of the fi shing industry and particularly of the 
production of processed fi sh in the imperial period. As to consumption, and the part 
played by individual foodstuffs in diet, the way ahead lies with the scientifi c analysis 
of human skeletal remains, and with stable isotope analysis in particular, which 
offers quantitative evidence for cumulative diet over a period of ten years or so prior 
to death. Pilot studies pertaining to coastal urban populations in central Italy in the 
early Roman empire include Prowse  et  al.  (2004, 2005), Craig  et  al.  (2009) and 
Sperduti  et al.  (2012). The methodology is still evolving, and we can expect more 
precise and detailed information to come from this source in the future. 

 For enlightenment as to nutritional status and health, again we have to look to 
the skeletons, which alone provide direct, quantitative and cross- class data on the 
impact of inadequate diet and disease (Gowland and Garnsey 2010, with bibl.). 
Nutritional status is not synonymous with nutrition; rather, it equals nutrition minus 
the effects of disease (and labour) (Floud  et al.  2011). Few scholars would deny that, 
especially in the cities, morbidity and mortality were high and life expectancy at 
birth low (Scheidel 2009b; for Rome, Scheidel 2003). Much work remains to be 
done in building up the data base and in the presentation and interpretation of the 
data. For example, as regards stature – a key index of health status – the publication 
of raw data in the form of long- bone lengths is not yet routine. Yet without such 
information estimates of stature are of dubious worth. Preliminary results, based on 
such data as are available for Central Italy point to a statistically signifi cant drop in 
stature in the Roman period for the areas in question (Giannecchini and Moggi-
Cecchi 2008, supplemented by Gowland and Garnsey 2010, Endnote, for several 
coastal sites). This was to be expected, given the relatively high population density of 
the area in question (Koepke and Baten 2005, Scheidel 2009b, 48, Table. 3.1). The 
proverbially healthy Mediterranean diet did not guarantee a long and healthy life for 
Romans and Italians in the early Roman empire.     
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   Introduction 

 The Romans controlled an empire far fl ung by any historical standards. They 
did not, however, develop an imperial administration that matched the 
dimensions of the empire. A rudimentary apparatus of offi cialdom suffi ced a 
government whose concerns were limited to essentials. The basic goals of the 
government were twofold: the maintenance of law and order, and the collection 
of taxes. Taxes were needed for wages, military expenses and to provide 
shows, buildings and handouts of food or cash in the capital city. To achieve 
these very limited aims the early emperors took the Republican system of 
senatorial administration and expanded it, creating more posts for senators, 
but in addition employing for the fi rst time in positions of public responsibility 
non- elective offi cials, men from the equestrian order, or lesser aristocracy, and, 
more controversially, slaves and freedmen of their own household.  1   

 Expansion in the number of posts and diversifi cation in the social 
background of offi cials do not in themselves entail a more rationalized or 
bureaucratic administrative system. The functions of government remained 
essentially the same. The emperors brought in no sweeping social and 
economic reforms, and were not interested in interfering to any substantial 
degree in the lives of their subjects. Hence there was no dramatic increase in 
the number of centrally appointed offi cials. The Roman empire remained 
undergoverned, certainly by comparison with the Chinese empire, which 
employed, proportionately, perhaps twenty times the number of 
functionaries.  2   Meanwhile the operation of patronage rather than the 
application of formal procedures and rules determined the admission and 
promotion of administrators, who were not and never became ‘professionals’. 

 Again, there was substantial continuity in administrative practices. The 
limited fi nancial ends of the government were achieved without recourse to 
economic  dirigisme . The state did not seek to exercise control over the 
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 Government without 
bureaucracy   
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production and distribution of goods. There were no state factories, no state 
merchant fl eets, and although the emperor’s landed possessions steadily 
grew as property was confi scated, legated or simply left vacant, the resources 
required by the state came in the main not from the imperial properties but 
as tax from the provincial population. 

 A fi scal policy was needed, though not an elaborate one. The nature of the 
tax system that evolved in the early empire refl ects the restricted purposes it 
was intended to serve: it was unstandardized, undersupervised and it underwent 
little change.  3   Thus the diversity of local procedure that was a hallmark of the 
Republican taxation system – so that for example the main direct tax ( tributum ) 
was paid by Spaniards in the form of a lump sum and by Sicilians as a quota 
of produce (a tithe) – did not disappear under the Principate. It remained the 
Roman custom where possible to follow the practices established by the 
previous rulers in any particular area, whether Carthaginians, Seleucids or 
Ptolemies. Emperors instituted regular provincial censuses, gradually phased 
out the Republican system of letting out contracts to private companies for the 
collection of direct (and later indirect) taxes, and in general raised taxes more 
effectively than any Republican government had done, and from a much larger 
empire. But these developments were not part of any drive for administrative 
uniformity such as might be associated with bureaucratic government. 

 If the government’s fi scal policy was only rudimentary, it is not clear that 
it can be said to have had a regular monetary policy at all.  4   When faced with 
fi nancial emergency or simply a pressing need for more cash, the central 
authorities tended to fall back on another solution, the debasement of the 
coinage. It is diffi cult to accept that emperors and offi cials, their attention 
fi xed on the short- term advantages of debasement, appreciated the long- 
term consequences. They possessed only a limited empirical understanding 
of economic concepts and the working of the economy.  

  Central and provincial administration 

 There were around forty provinces in the Roman empire governed by a thin 
spread of centrally appointed offi cials. The proconsul of Africa stood over a 
vast expanse of territory comprising much of modern Libya, Tunisia and 
eastern Algeria, while his counterpart in the province of Asia governed the 
western coast of Turkey plus a substantial tract of land in the interior. Each 
offi cial was assigned a single junior senatorial magistrate with fi nancial 
responsibilities (quaestor). He took with him an advisory panel of friends or 
protégés (including one or more senatorial legates as potential deputies) and 
a small staff of minor offi cials of low rank (freedmen or slaves). 

 Government under the Republic was by proconsuls, ex- magistrates of 
senior standing (praetors or consuls) appointed by lot by the senate. 
Augustus took responsibility himself for those provinces where a continuous 
military presence was required, and entrusted them to offi cials appointed by 
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him, of whom the most important were also of senatorial status ( legati 
Augusti ). 

 The organization of personnel was somewhat different in those provinces 
under the emperor’s control, but the numbers involved were no greater. In 
the major provinces, with the exception of Egypt, the emperor appointed a 
legate to govern in his stead from among the ex- praetors and ex- consuls, 
while the responsibility for fi nance fell to a procurator rather than a quaestor, 
an equestrian rather than a senator. Another group of provinces was 
governed by equestrian appointees, again responsible directly to the emperor. 
Foremost among these was Egypt, controlled by a prefect and lesser 
equestrian offi cials, and the only province with legions to be regularly 
governed by an equestrian.  5   The other equestrian provinces were small 
enough to be run by a procurator, who heard legal cases, managed fi nancial 
affairs and commanded auxiliary units of the army, if any were assigned to 
the province. 

 The number of offi cials of senatorial rank employed in the provinces 
experienced no signifi cant increase in our period. In the late fi rst century and 
early second century we begin to hear of offi cials with judicial responsibilities, 
but this was clearly not an empire- wide or a permanent phenomenon. Two 
jurists are known to have held the post of  iuridicus  in Britain in the last 
decades of the fi rst century, and one man with no special qualifi cations, the 
future emperor Septimius Severus, was apparently  iuridicus  in one of the 
Spanish provinces in about  AD  177. Hadrian is said to have appointed four 
 iudices  of consular rank for Italy. In later reigns these were renamed or 
superseded by  iuridici . Italy, not offi cially a province, was traditionally 
controlled by the consuls and the senate, but by the late second century 
jurisdiction in Italy as in Rome had been taken over by other offi cials more 
closely associated with the emperor. The urban prefect of the city of Rome, 
a senior senator, had jurisdiction up to the one hundredth milepost, and 
beyond this, the praetorian prefect, a high- placed equestrian offi cial. The 
 iuridici  fi t into the picture as subordinate judicial magistrates; their 
emergence in Italy is one of several signs that Italy was losing its special 
status and being gradually brought into line with the provinces of the 
empire.  6   

 From the same period, the late fi rst century  AD , city curators ( curatores rei 
publicae ) begin to be appointed in some cities with fi nancial responsibilities. 
Again, the curators are likely to have been employed only to a limited extent, 
and the post was far from being the exclusive property of senators.  7   

 It was in the equestrian administration that the greatest changes took 
place, not only growth but also the unifi cation of disparate elements into a 
single hierarchy. In the empire at large one development was the appointment 
of equestrians to govern Egypt and several minor provinces. In the latter 
such offi cials had at fi rst a military title, prefect, and predominantly military 
duties. Their appointment and their brief is testimony to the determination 
of the emperors to bring to heel hitherto unsubjugated peoples within their 
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empire (as in the Alps, central Sardinia or Judaea). The replacement from 
the reign of Claudius of prefect by procurator, a civilian title, was designed 
to refl ect the success (sometimes as in Judaea more apparent than real) of 
the pacifi cation process in the areas concerned. Secondly, emperors appointed 
equestrians (and sometimes freedmen) with the title of procurator of 
Augustus as their fi nancial agents, with the task of superintending the 
imperial properties. Thirdly, procurators appear in the provinces as tax 
offi cials, collecting customs dues, the inheritance tax and other indirect 
taxes. The offi cials in these last two categories were potentially infl uential, 
and sometimes acted as a counterweight to the senatorial offi cials, but they 
cannot be said to have increased the administrative burden on the cities. 

 Finally, the military function of the equestrian order should be stressed. 
There were around 360 posts annually available for senior offi cers of 
equestrian rank: prefectures of cohorts, military tribunates and prefectures 
of  alae  (cavalry units). Progression through this series of posts, which were 
already being termed the equestrian  militiae  by the reign of Augustus’ 
successor Tiberius (Velleius Paterculus 2.111), was a necessary precursor to 
the tenure of posts in the civil administration. The careers (and, because of 
mortality patterns, the lives) of many equestrians proceeded no further. 
Military service must be seen as the basis of the equestrian career.  8   

 Developments in Rome and in the imperial court affected both equestrian 
and senatorial careers. The emperors gave the city of Rome for the fi rst time 
a continuous administration. By the end of the reign of Augustus there 
existed a ‘police’ force, a fi re department and an offi ce for the grain supply. 
These prefectures fell to a senior senator and two equestrians ( praefectus 
vigilum, praefectus annonae ). Another leading equestrian was appointed 
praetorian prefect, commander of the emperor’s elite bodyguard, the 
praetorian guard. Because of his proximity to the emperor and control of 
troops in the vicinity of the capital, the praetorian prefect’s power was 
considerable: to hinder its abuse two prefects were usually appointed.  9   

 The structure of the central fi nancial administration has been the subject 
of debate, much of it stemming from the various possible meanings of the 
word  fi scus . The main treasury, the  aerarium , into which provincial taxes 
fl owed, was headed by a pair of prefects who were chosen by the emperor 
from the ranks of former praetors. Similar offi cials were appointed over the 
military treasury ( aerarium militare ) created by Augustus to provide benefi ts 
for veterans on retirement. Much of the fi scal responsibility, however, lay 
not with these men, but with the emperor’s freedmen and then from the 
middle of the fi rst century with a high- ranking equestrian procurator 
( a rationibus ), who with a staff of imperial freedmen and slaves kept 
accounts of the empire’s revenues and expenditures.  10   It does not follow 
from the fact that these accounts were kept by the emperor’s slaves and 
freedmen that there was no division between public fi nances and those of 
the imperial household.  11   But in the end the distinction between the two 
may not have been of great practical importance, because the emperor 
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subsidized the public treasuries with his own steadily increasing private 
wealth, and was empowered to draw on funds from the public treasuries for 
the administration of his provinces. 

 It remains to consider the roles of the emperor, his advisers and personal 
staff in the administration.  12   The emperor was ultimately responsible for 
policy decisions and the appointment of imperial offi cials, but in reaching 
his decisions he took advice from those around him. The good emperor, in 
the eyes of the aristocracy, found his advisers in his council ( consilium 
principis ), a group of leading senatorial and equestrian friends. 

 This council also advised the emperor in his legal capacities as a judge 
both of appeals and in the fi rst instance, and as a formulator of new laws.  13   
Some emperors, most notably Claudius (but also Nero and Commodus), 
aroused the aristocracy’s anger by allowing themselves to be swayed by 
imperial freedmen, slaves or wives. In the case of freedmen and slaves, their 
power was a natural result of the access they gained to the emperor while 
helping him carry out routine duties, such as receiving reports from 
provincial offi cials and writing replies, and responding to petitions for 
favours or justice from cities and individual subjects. 

 However, the emperor also dealt with many letters and petitions 
personally. 

 We can see the essentials of this administrative system in operation 
already under Augustus: the employment of senators by the emperor in new 
administrative posts, fi lling out the senatorial career and bringing it more 
closely under imperial control;  14   the employment of equestrians and 
freedmen to non- elective posts as offi cials and agents, dependent on the 
emperor; the use of the imperial household, in effect, the emperor’s domestic 
servants, as supporting staff. In later reigns greater order was introduced 
into the non- senatorial sections of the administration. By the early second 
century the procuratorial administrative posts (then about 60 in number) 
were divided into four categories according to the salary of the offi ce- holder. 
A career structure comparable to that of senators could now be held to 
exist, with the great prefectures at the top and the lowest ranking procurators 
at the bottom.  15   Similarly, a clearly defi ned hierarchy of posts can be 
discerned in the imperial household itself ( familia Caesaris ). A slave on the 
clerical staff might hope for manumission and promotion to the position of 
record- keeper ( tabularius ) and fi nally to a freedman procuratorship.  16   
Imperial freedmen and slaves continued to provide the permanent support 
staff of the administrative system. 

 For an understanding of how this administrative organization worked and 
where the power lay, it is important to know how the offi ce- holders were 
appointed. The emperor ultimately made all the above- mentioned 
appointments except to the proconsulships and quaestorships, but it must still 
be asked how he made his decisions. This is an important question because it 
shapes our view of how bureaucratic the administration became under the 
Principate. Numerous scholars have held that during the second and early 
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third centuries bureaucratic rules governed appointments and promotions to 
the point where the process became almost automatic, leaving the emperor 
little discretion.  17   Senatorial careers do exhibit certain patterns: ex- praetors 
holding senior posts in the emperor’s service were usually promoted to the 
consulship while their contemporaries in the senate usually were not; 
moreover the emperor preferred to use men without consular ancestors as 
legates to govern his provinces. These regularities, however, do not constitute 
automatic promotions: the variety in the number and order of offi ces held, as 
well as the decreasing number of posts available at each succeeding level of 
promotion, suggest that emperors must have used their discretion in the 
appointment of senators and equestrians. In addition, our literary sources of 
the fi rst and second centuries speak not of rules, but of personal factors, such 
as patronage, as being decisive in imperial appointments.  18   

 In regard to promotions, and in other respects, the central administration 
of the Principate represents an advance in bureaucratic organization over 
the Republic, but the extent of the advance must not be exaggerated. The 
administration at its top levels remained amateurish. Senators and 
equestrians spent only a part of their working lives in offi ce, they received 
no special training for their duties, and in the course of their careers they did 
not develop specialist expertise.  19   If there were any administrative 
‘professionals’, they were the emperor’s freedmen and slaves. Moreover, the 
numbers remained small enough (around 350 elite offi cials in Rome, Italy 
and the provinces in the Severan period) to make unnecessary the 
development of a hierarchy of responsibility: for the most part each 
senatorial or equestrian offi cial was responsible directly to the emperor.  

  Cities 

 The secret of government without bureaucracy was the Roman system of 
cities which were self- governing and could provide for the needs of empire. 
The period of the Principate witnessed a striking multiplication and 
expansion of autonomous urban units, especially in those parts of the empire 
where cities had been few. Roman pragmatism rather than Greek cultural 
idealism lay behind this development. It was a characteristic Greek view 
that higher civilization was only attainable within the framework of the 
 polis . The Romans were not equally dedicated to this belief, even when they 
fell under the infl uence of Greek culture. No Latin word for city ( civitas, 
municipium, colonia, res publica ) has the ideological potency of  polis , while 
Latin literature can easily give the impression that the city was viewed as the 
seedbed of immorality rather than the seat of civilization.  20   As organizers of 
empire, the Romans rated most highly the administrative function of the 
city, without however losing sight of its potential role as a centre of 
Romanization in newly conquered and incompletely pacifi ed areas. We shall 
inquire in a moment into the mechanisms by which cities performed their 
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administrative tasks. First, it is necessary to explore, on the one hand, the 
diverse statuses of cities and, on the other, the common features that set 
cities apart from the countless subordinate communities in the empire. 

  City statuses 
 The different statuses and privileges of cities were a heritage of the period of 
the Republic. The  colonia  and the  municipium  were standard in the West, 
but, especially in the case of the  municipium , rare in the East. The  colonia  
was essentially an extension of Rome. It was a community of Roman citizens 
established with a standard form of constitution modelled on that of Rome. 
Outside Italy colonies tended to be settlements of retired soldiers, but when 
veteran colonies were discontinued, in the early empire,  colonia  became an 
honorifi c title conferred by special grant, linking a city in its title with an 
emperor but carrying no substantive privileges.  21   

 A  municipium  in theory possessed greater freedom than a  colonia  because 
it used its own laws and magistrates. This is refl ected in the ‘surprised’ 
reaction of the early second- century emperor Hadrian to the request of the 
people of Italica in southern Spain (his town of origin) for ‘promotion’ from 
 municipium  to  colonia  (A. Gellius,  NA  16.13.4–5). Italica was not alone in 
its ambitions: at least 120 Italian cities, more than a quarter of the whole, 
had converted from  municipia  to colonies by the end of the third century.  22   
Hadrian was being perversely pedantic. The miscellanist Aulus Gellius, who 
recorded Hadrian’s remarks made in a speech to the Roman senate, is not 
being unusually percipient when he comments that the two categories of city 
were virtually indistinguishable, but  colonia  had the higher status. The 
essential point is that  municipia  grew and spread in Republican Italy, and 
were exported overseas under the empire, in quite different historical 
circumstances. To put it simply, municipal status was won by Italy from 
Rome by dint of a bloody ‘civil’ war (the so- called Social War, war against 
the allies, of 91–89  BC ), but was imposed on the western provinces as a 
standard Roman form of constitution for the purpose of consolidating 
Roman power. For this reason in Italian  municipia  Roman citizenship was 
the possession of all free inhabitants, but in the corresponding cities abroad 
it was bestowed as a rule only on the most eligible provincials: in some 
communities magistrates and ex- magistrates, in others local councillors 
(some of whom had held no magistracy). 

 Apart from the chances afforded prominent individuals for self- 
advancement, these ‘chartered’ cities, colonies or  municipia , had no special 
material privileges, unless they were brought into line with all Italian cities 
by the award of ‘Italian rights’ ( ius Italicum ) carrying exemption from the 
land tax. Septimius Severus rewarded in this way his native city of Lepcis 
Magna, Carthage, and Utica in Africa, and civil war partisans Tyre, 
Heliopolis and Laodicea in Syria (among others), but other emperors were 
much less generous ( Digest  50.15.1). 
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 The constitutions of the rest of the cities of the empire were as diverse as 
the cities themselves. The cities ranged all the way from the Greek  polis  with 
its elaborate and time- hallowed constitution to the tribal capital of Gaul 
and Britain, which tended to ape Roman constitutional practices. Within the 
cities there existed a number of privileged categories. Federate cities ( civitates 
foederatae ) were so called because they had struck treaties with Rome 
establishing their rights. Free cities ( civitates liberae ) were theoretically 
exempt from interference by the provincial governor. Free and immune cities 
( civitates liberae et immunes ) possessed the additional privilege of immunity 
from taxation. Tax- exempt cities were always very rare, while the number of 
free cities declined in the course of the late Republic and early empire. A 
mere handful of western cities enjoyed free or federate status at any time. 
This goes back to the fact that in the West, outside the areas where Etruscan, 
Greek and Phoenician infl uence was strongly felt, the growth of cities was a 
late and largely unspontaneous development, coinciding with the spread of 
Roman power. Most provincial cities in the West were either new creations 
or grew up on or near the site of earlier communities of lesser signifi cance. 
Thus the typical western city was always in principle subject to outside 
interference. In the East, in contrast, the Romans had to establish a  modus 
vivendi  with numerous city- states having proud and long- standing traditions 
of sovereignty. Nevertheless privileges were dispensed only selectively in the 
East. They were typically the reward for conspicuous service to the winning 
side during the civil wars staged by Roman generals in the eastern 
Mediterranean in the course of the fi rst century  BC . Thus for example 
Aphrodisias was rewarded with freedom and immunity by Octavian 
(Augustus) in 39  BC  for its loyal support of the Julian cause after the death 
of Caesar.  23    

  Cities and villages 
 Cities, despite their diverse traditions and character, did have something in 
common that distinguished them from communities of lower degree. A city 
was essentially a self- governing urban community, with a regular constitution 
centring on a council and magistrates and a rural territory under its 
jurisdiction and control. This is a political/administrative defi nition, squaring 
with the attitude of the central government, if not with that of representatives 
of the Greek- speaking or Hellenocentric elite, whose defi nition would have 
included cultural institutions, amenities and public buildings, whether 
purely decorative or utilitarian. However, when the Roman authorities are 
found making decisions as to the status of a particular community, practical 
considerations come to the fore, in particular the potential viability of the 
community in economic and demographic terms. The interplay of formal 
and material requirements can be followed in the documents. 

 In an inscription of Orcistus, a town situated on the borders of Galatia in 
central Asia Minor, the citizens are shown seeking from the emperor 
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Constantine an upgrading from village to city ( ILS  6099). This was a lapsed 
city; as evidence of its former status, it was urged that it had once elected 
annual magistrates, had a council and a full complement of ordinary citizens; 
and that it still had baths, statues and aqueducts. It was also thought 
worthwhile to inform Constantine that Orcistus was a Christian community. 
But the crucial point to establish was that a city on the site would be a 
practical proposition. The emperor was informed that there was a plentiful 
water supply, and that the community stood at the meeting- point of four 
roads. The distance from the neighbouring cities is given precisely, perhaps 
with a view to showing that there was room in the region for another city 
with a territory of reasonable size. Orcistus was a dependency of one of 
those cities, Nacola, and judged its rule oppressive. It was standard practice 
for a city to exact fi nancial contributions, services and manpower for its 
own benefi t from the communities under its control.  24   As Strabo wrote of 
Nimes (Nemausus) in Gaul: ‘It has subject to its authority twenty- four 
villages that are exceptional in their supply of strong men, of stock like its 
own, and contribute towards its expenses’ (186). Here we catch a glimpse of 
the way cities went about providing the imperial government with its 
revenue. 

 A second inscription from Galatia concerns the town of Tymandus, which 
petitioned an unknown emperor for the status of city ( ILS  6090). We do not 
have the petition itself, but an imperial letter to an offi cial. This states 
explicitly that it was the assurance of the Tymandeni that they could provide 
a suffi cient number of local councillors that decided the issue in their favour. 

 A third inscription, dated to  AD  158, shows Antoninus Pius in 
correspondence with a newly established city in the Strymon valley in 
Macedonia ( IGBulg.  IV 2263). The city was permitted to strengthen its 
fi nancial base in two ways, by imposing a poll tax on free citizens in its 
territory, and by expanding its local council, or  boulê , of 80 men, all liable 
to an entry- fee. A council of 80 reasonably wealthy men suggests a relatively 
substantial population base, and is something of a surprise in a remote 
Thracian village. Pius had presumably supplemented the existing population 
by drafting both rich and poor from nearby settlements, to create a 
community better endowed in population and resources than any pre- 
existing one. Nine villages contributed residents to Pizos on the Thracian 
sector of the  via Egnatia  when it was established by Septimius Severus and 
Caracalla in  AD  202 ( IGBulg.  III/2 1690). In rather different circumstances 
Augustus had herded Achaeans into Patrae and Aetolians into Nicopolis 
(Pausanias 7.18.7–8,10.38.4). Roman city- foundation from early days had 
a strongly coercive aspect. 

 That is not to say that communities such as those established in Macedonia 
and Thrace were invariably successful. No inscription from the site of the 
city in the Strymon is known after  AD  238. It may be that our anonymous 
city soon after this date slipped back into its previous condition as an 
anonymous village. Some cities in rural areas of provinces such as Moesia 
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Superior and Dalmatia had a history of this kind.  25   Such communities may 
never have acquired the outward form of cities or become centres of 
administration or social activity, partly no doubt because the councillors, 
who were intended to be the mainstay of the new foundations, preferred to 
live in their villages or on their estates. They had the name and status of 
cities but otherwise were not distinguishable from the independent villages 
that commonly prevailed where city life was underdeveloped, as in the 
interior of Syria or in central Asia Minor.  26   

 Social and cultural considerations, therefore, played their part in 
infl uencing the success or failure of a city. But the inscriptions suggest 
that the decision of a Roman emperor as to the status of a community was 
closely related to his assessment of the adequacy of its economic and 
demographic base. 

 Nevertheless such criteria were not applied throughout the empire or in 
all periods. There were villages within the substantial territory of Trier 
in Gaul that were larger than the smaller cities of Italy or Britain.  27   Similarly 
in Greece a number of cities retained their status because propped up by 
Leagues, if they were not saved from downgrading by their past fame.  28   
Thebes in Boeotia was one of the latter, in Strabo’s view not even a signifi cant 
village: it was underpopulated, its buildings were dilapidated or in ruins, its 
economy was weak and its culture in decay (402). That it was offi cially a 
city is indicated by Strabo’s own account, which contains scattered references 
to settlements and geographical features incorporated in its territory. When 
Pausanias saw Thebes in the mid- second century it had a few hundred 
inhabitants who had retired to the Cadmeia, but was still a city (8.33.2). The 
same writer knew that Panopeus in Phocis was a city but was doubtful 
whether it deserved the title. It did have a territory and magistrates, or at 
least personages who represented the city in the Phocian assembly; on the 
other side, it lacked magistrates’ offi ces, a gymnasium, an agora, fountains 
and respectable housing (10.4.1ff.). 

 The political division between city and village was conspicuously out of 
tune with economic and cultural realities in Egypt. The capitals of the 
administrative districts, or nomes, were only late given municipal institutions, 
limited self- government, and jurisdiction of a sort over their hinterlands by 
Septimius Severus at the beginning of the third century. Alexandria, one of 
the largest centres of population in the whole empire, lacked a local council 
until this time. The explanation can only be political and fi scal. Alexandria 
had a very bad record for civil disturbance involving the Jewish and Greek 
populations. Moreover, the Romans had inherited from the Ptolemies a 
complicated and oppressive bureaucratic structure, unique to Egypt, that it 
suited them to perpetuate because of the enormous agricultural resources of 
the province. Municipal or quasi- municipal government came to Egypt only 
when the Severans saw the advantage to themselves of spreading more 
widely the burdens of administration among the better- off members of the 
subject population.  29   
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 Self- governing cities were also slow in coming in the heartland of Africa 
Proconsularis, the other great grain surplus producing area of the empire, 
before the Severan period.  30   The primary explanation is the scale of imperial 
interest and presence in the area, which included the Medjerda valley behind 
Carthage, the location of extensive imperial properties. Administration and 
control, traditional functions of such communities, were in large part 
accounted for in this area by the imperial authorities in Carthage and on the 
domains. When eventually civic status was granted, the size of the imperial 
estates, the number of communities and their proximity to one another 
ensured that the newly chartered cities would have exiguous territories and 
therefore little opportunity for growth. 

 Other factors, and especially the infl uence in Rome of powerful expatriates 
of senatorial or equestrian status, may have played a part in postponing the 
fragmentation of the huge territory of Carthage, or for that matter, that of 
its counterpart in Numidia, Cirta. The operation of patronage could, 
however, work against the interests of the large cities. Four communities 
within Carthage’s vast territory, Avitta Bibba, Bisica, Thuburbo Maius and 
Abthugni, became  municipia  in the reign of Hadrian, thus outpacing 
numerous others of equal insignifi cance that in most cases had to wait for 
the Severan period or later for promotion. We may suppose that Hadrian 
was infl uenced by the pleas of patrons of the communities or of other 
important individuals, as Pius certainly was when he granted the status of 
city to Gigthis in southern Tunisia. But emperors did not always need 
prompting. Byzantium, Antioch and Neapolis in Palestine happened to 
support the wrong side in the civil war that led to the elevation of Septimius 
Severus and lost their civic rights in consequence. At the same time other 
cities, such as Tyre and Laodicea, neighbour and rival of Antioch, received 
‘Italian rights’ and therefore tax exemption. The village in Syrian Auranitis 
that produced the emperor Philip was renamed Philippopolis in  AD  244 
when it achieved the status of a colony. In short, the initiative of individuals, 
imperial whim or other chance factors rather than a deliberate policy 
originating in Rome might determine on which side of the line a community 
fell, or for that matter, and even more so, the special status and privileges, if 
any, that it held.  31   

 To sum up, the distinction between city and communities of lower status 
in the Roman context is at base one of political constitution and relationship 
to the surrounding territory. In the Greek East where the political landscape 
was already fully formed in the islands, coasts and river valleys Roman 
intervention took the form of minor adjustment to existing settlement 
hierarchies, and the promotion of new foundations in the underurbanized 
hinterland. In contrast the West (especially in North Africa and the Iberian 
peninsula), and to a much lesser extent the North, witnessed the remarkable 
spread of Roman cities. Here decisions had to be made with some frequency 
as to the status of individual communities and the shape and extent of their 
rural territories. Intense diplomatic activity involving the local elites formed 
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part of the background. The communities were not and could not afford to 
be passive. Their fortunes depended upon the ability of their leadership to 
mobilize support in high places or if necessary argue their cases in person 
before a governor or an emperor. The documents cited above from the East 
show the kind of arguments that weighed with the Roman authorities. In 
the West the Romans were looking in addition for concrete evidence from 
pacifi ed barbarian tribal communities of a reorientation of their political 
loyalties and culture. Empire- wide, the broad objective was the same, to 
build up a structure of centres of local government that could render 
practical services to the imperial power.  

  Functions of cities 
 The primary goals of the imperial administration were the collection of 
taxes, the recruitment of soldiers and the maintenance of law and order, but 
the cities from time to time were required in addition to respond to requests 
for animals for transport, hospitality for visiting offi cials, or shelter and 
equipment for soldiers. In addition to these state- imposed burdens, local 
governments had to shoulder the regular ‘parish pump’ jobs of city 
administration: supervision of aqueducts, repair of buildings, provision of 
fuel for public baths, preservation of public order (a local responsibility 
especially in provinces where no soldiers were stationed), staging of religious 
festivals and games, furnishing of embassies and legal representation.  32   

 The key institution that enabled the cities to meet the demands of the 
government and their own needs was the liturgical system. This was a system 
by which the more well- to-do members of a community saw to the 
performance of essential services and responsibilities by payment in cash or 
kind or by personal service. The wealthy also gave of their time and money 
in performing the regular magistracies of their city, and some, a small 
minority, made benefactions over and above what was expected of them as 
liturgists and magistrates. 

 The phenomenon of public expenditure by individuals has economic, 
political and social implications.  33   Private munifi cence was necessitated by 
the weakness of city fi nance. But it suited the rich that city fi nances should 
be weak. The alternative of regular taxation was unattractive, because it did 
not carry political, social and perhaps economic rewards. The system of 
liturgies rendered legitimate the domination of local society and politics by 
the rich: if local politicians are required to be benefactors, whether by 
custom or by law, then political offi ce is effectively restricted to the rich. At 
another level, the system enabled the rich to compete with each other for 
prestige, honour and offi ce. To put it in another way, there was a close 
relationship between the liturgical system and public munifi cence in general 
and social differentiation within the local aristocracy. The legal sources of 
the second century  AD  reveal the existence of men whose wealth and social 
standing placed them above other local aristocrats as civic leaders. Moreover, 
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the social inequality within the governing class that this implies is sometimes 
referred to in the context of liturgies. For example, we hear in a rescript of 
Hadrian to the city of Klazomenai in the province of Asia of embassies 
classed as more important for which only the most prominent people should 
be chosen ( primores viri ) rather than those of lesser eminence ( inferiores ) 
( Digest  50.7.5.5). Honorifi c inscriptions convey the same message, that a 
small group of dominant families monopolized those offi ces and liturgies 
that both were intrinsically important and brought the greater opportunities 
for self- advancement. The irony is that mounting central government interest 
and interference in city fi nances had the effect of accentuating differences in 
wealth and status that were already present in the municipal upper class, 
and reduced the capacity of the class as a whole to fulfi l its liturgical 
obligations.   

  Emperor, governor, cities 

 The task of extracting the surplus resources of the provinces was handled by 
the cities. But could the cities be relied on to collect the taxes and fulfi l their 
other obligations, and was a monarchical government likely to take this on 
trust? It might be supposed that a central administration of the kind that we 
have described, centrally organized and controlled, and ready to contemplate 
modest expansion and diversifi cation where crucial needs were served not at 
all or only ineffi ciently, was likely to take a more active interest than its 
Republican predecessor had done in local administration and in particular 
in the tax- collecting operation. 

 The appearance from the late fi rst century of city curators, centrally 
appointed from the senatorial or equestrian order or the local elite, has 
already been noted. Their sphere was primarily fi nancial administration, 
and their typical tasks were control of investment of city funds, management 
of city lands, enforcement of the payment of debts owed to the city or of 
pledges of fi nancial expenditure made ( Digest  22.1.33; 50.10.5 etc.). The 
sources rarely show us curators in action, we know little of their doings, and 
they are likely to have been employed only to a limited extent in our period. 
Their emergence is nevertheless a sign of central government concern over 
the state of municipal fi nance. 

 But other evidence suggests that the emperor and his advisers manifested 
this concern not by multiplying the offi cials who were active in the provinces, 
but by supervising more closely those who were already there. This means, 
in the fi rst place, the provincial governor, and secondly, local government 
offi cials themselves. 

 Governors with consular or praetorian rank possessed  imperium . A 
holder of  imperium  by tradition had the power to command an army and 
full jurisdictional authority. But the concept was ill- defi ned, and this was not 
unintended. The Romans were inclined to give their high offi cials wide 
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discretionary powers, and to provide safeguards against their use in the case 
of certain privileged categories of people, in the fi rst instance Roman citizens. 
A precise defi nition of powers might have limited their scope and fl exibility. 
This imprecision was exploited in the reverse direction by emperors who 
were rather less interested than the senatorial oligarchy of the Republic had 
been in preserving magisterial and pro- magisterial initiative. Under the 
Principate a governor was likely to possess only so much power and 
independence as he was allowed by emperors. 

 Both the powers and independence of governors were reduced under the 
Principate, and the crucial steps were taken by Augustus. The subordinate 
position of governors vis-à-vis the emperor was institutionalized early in his 
reign in the grant to Augustus by the senate and Roman people in 23  BC  of 
power superior to that of other provincial offi cials ( maius imperium ) (Cassius 
Dio 51.32.5). This among other things settled the issue of whether a governor 
held any military power independent of the emperor. Thereafter no one 
could command an army unless with the authority of the emperor. The 
control of armies by proconsuls, as distinct from imperial legates, was phased 
out, and the rewards of military success – the acclamation ‘imperator’ and 
the award and celebration of a triumph – were monopolized by the emperor. 

 The coming of the empire also made a difference to the jurisdictional 
authority of the governor.  34   Under the Republic the power of a magistrate or 
pro- magistrate with  imperium  to infl ict full punitive sanctions was limited 
in respect of citizens. In particular, appeal,  provocatio , was a Roman citizen’s 
peculiar prerogative. The fi rst emperor was disinclined to bestow benefi ts on 
citizens exclusively, and his successors showed a similar tendency not to 
discriminate against aliens. The distinction between  honestiores  and 
 humiliores  that fi rst makes an appearance in legal texts in the early second 
century is a status distinction that cuts across the citizen/alien division: there 
are citizens and non- citizens on both sides of the line. The differential 
treatment of the two broad status groups is spelled out most clearly in the 
area of penalties, but it is likely to have extended to all aspects of judicial 
affairs. It may even have been possible for some aliens, those of high status, 
to have their cases taken to a higher authority than the governor, namely the 
emperor or a deputy. Citizens appear to have been able to apply to have 
their cases referred to a court at Rome in the fi rst instance or on appeal after 
sentence. It is unnecessary to believe, as some have done, that citizens 
acquired an automatic right from about the turn of the fi rst century  AD  to 
have their cases transferred to Rome from the court of the governor, who 
now lost the power to try them, at least in capital cases. On the other hand, 
it is clearly attested in the legal documents that by the Severan period 
governors had lost the power to execute a man of high status, and apparently 
also a citizen of any status. All such cases involving the death sentence had 
to be referred to Rome. 

 Another aspect of imperial supervision and control of provincial 
administrators is the issuing of instructions,  mandata , to governors, 
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proconsuls as well as legates of the emperor. This practice was apparently 
initiated by Augustus himself, and shows that he was not merely interested 
in asserting his superior authority on an ad hoc basis.  35   Unfortunately our 
only detailed knowledge of the content of  mandata  is derived from the 
younger Pliny’s untypical experience from about  AD  109 as a special emissary 
of the emperor Trajan with the rank of legate in the normally proconsular 
province of Bithynia/Pontus ( ILS  2927; Pliny,  Ep. 10). If we took Pliny as a 
model governor, we might fi nd it easy to believe that gubernatorial actions 
were as a rule closely monitored by emperors. His general brief  36   was to try 
to bring to heel a province that had established a reputation for 
maladministration, corruption and civil disorder. But he also received a 
number of specifi c instructions, which he incorporated in an edict, ranging 
from the examination of city accounts to the suppression of potentially 
subversive associations; a minor persecution of Christians was an unintended 
consequence of this clause in the edict ( Ep.  10.96–7). However, a normal 
governor, in particular a proconsul, might not have received such detailed 
instructions, nor have reported back to his emperor so regularly seeking 
advice, approval or sanction for his actions. Moreover, although Pliny’s 
successor Cornutus Tertullus had the same status and responsibilities ( ILS  
1024), there is no sign, and no likelihood, that there was a signifi cant 
multiplication of special legates in proconsular provinces in the second 
century. 

 Nevertheless, not only the governor’s formal powers but also his 
discretionary authority were signifi cantly reduced in our period. An anecdote 
from the reign of Hadrian suggests that part of the responsibility lay with 
the governor. At a drunken gathering in Spain, a young man was tossed in 
the air from a military cloak and died of injuries received in the fall. The 
governor punished the offenders lightly, but apparently unnecessarily asked 
the emperor to comment. Hadrian was thus given the chance of overruling 
the governor (he did not do so), and of penning the jurisprudential maxim: 
‘even in the case of more serious offences, it is of concern whether the action 
was intentional or accidental’ ( Mos. Rom. Leg. Coll.  1.11.1–3). But it would 
be idle to blame governors for the erosion of their powers. The root cause is 
to be found in the arrival of monarchy, which deprived the senate of its 
central authority in the state, silenced its more independent members and 
replaced them with a new breed of deferential senators of undistinguished 
backgrounds, of whom Pliny may be taken as representative.  37   

 The identifi cation of standard patterns or general trends in governor- city 
or emperor- city relationships is equally diffi cult. Pliny’s contacts with the 
cities of Bithynia-Pontus are no more likely to have been typical than his 
dealings with Trajan. His  Letters  record a quite unusual degree of interference 
on the part of the governor in the administrative affairs of the cities, both 
those few that possessed special rights and the majority that did not. Pliny 
had been ordered to examine the accounts of all the cities in his province, 
including those privileged cities, such as ‘free and federate’ Chalcedon and 
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Amisus, that would normally have escaped such intervention. There is 
nothing to suggest that these occasions were anything but unusual.  38   

 But Pliny’s treatment of the ordinary subject cities was equally untypical. 
The more conscientious governors in all periods would have made it their 
business to check municipal accounts. It was always within their discretionary 
authority to do so. More than one and a half centuries earlier Cicero had 
carefully investigated the accounts of the cities of Cilicia.  39   But neither 
Cicero nor the standard proconsul of the period of the Principate, including 
Pliny’s predecessors in Bithynia, would have received instructions as Pliny 
had to investigate city accounts systematically throughout the province, and 
to make this his chief concern. Moreover, no rule was ever enacted to the 
effect that cities should regularly submit their accounts to governors. 

 The power of the cities to regulate their own fi nances was restricted by 
imperial directive in at least two respects. No city was to levy new taxes 
without special permission of the emperor ( Cod.Iust.  4.62.1), and no new 
public buildings were to be erected at public expense without the emperor’s 
licence (e.g.  Digest  50.10.3 pr-1). The fi rst regulation was probably issued 
early in the empire, perhaps in the reign of Augustus, as is implied in a reply 
of the emperor Vespasian to the city of Sabora in the south Spanish province 
of Baetica that requested a new site and amendments to local tax 
arrangements. Vespasian confi rmed those taxes that were conceded by 
Augustus, but ordered the community to approach the proconsul if it wished 
to impose new ones, ‘for I cannot make any decision if I have no advice on 
this matter’ ( ILS  6092). The second rule can be seen evolving in the late fi rst 
and early second centuries. Already before Pliny arrived in his province it 
had become regular and perhaps compulsory to sound out the proconsul 
before embarking on a building project (Dio Chrysostom,  Or.  40.6, 45.5–6). 
In the reign of Antoninus Pius, a generation after Pliny’s legateship, a rule 
was formulated making imperial permission a prerequisite. 

 The interest of the Roman authorities encompassed not only the vetting 
of building projects but also their completion. At Claudiopolis in Bithynia, 
Pliny had to exact entry- fees from some newly admitted city councillors so 
that a massive bath- project could get off the ground ( Ep.  10.39). But a 
project might be held up because of the withholding of contributions pledged 
voluntarily, as in the case of the redevelopment scheme at Prusa sponsored 
by Dio Chrysostom the philosopher/politician a few years before the arrival 
of Pliny (Dio Chrysostom,  Or. 47.13–16,19). Here the legal position was less 
clear, because private rather than public funds were in question, until Trajan 
ruled that pledges of expenditure made by private individuals in favour of 
their cities had to be fulfi lled, if not by themselves, then by their heirs ( Digest  
50.12.14). Thereafter, an ambitious politician who sought to buy his way to 
offi ce with a pledge of some bounty would have to make good his promise. 
Two inscriptions of the early 160s from Cuicul in north Africa show 
unfulfi lled pledges of a statue, and of a hall with statue and columns, being 
honoured by order of a legate of Numidia.  40   Such rulings, and others on 
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bequests for games, hunts and other spectacles,  41   show that the voluntary 
benefactions as well as the obligatory contributions of the local aristocracy 
came under scrutiny and at least partial control, and in about the period 
that we have already identifi ed as one in which imperial anxiety as to the 
state of local fi nances was expressing itself in sporadic intervention. A 
parallel, roughly contemporaneous and much more signifi cant development 
is the increasing regulation of the whole liturgical system by the central 
government and its representatives. Liability to serve, exemption from 
service and the distribution of liturgies among those eligible are all addressed 
by a stream of imperial rescripts, establishing rules where previously there 
had been lack of regulation or simply confusion.  42   

 The risk of misinterpreting these interventions and exaggerating the scale 
of the interference is reduced if two points are borne in mind. First, the 
imperial rulings were invariably elicited by interested groups and individuals. 
Similarly, when governors became involved in appointments, as they did 
from time to time, it was only on receipt of appeals from aggrieved nominees 
or councils attempting to nominate them. The involvement of the governor, 
and even more so, the emperor, in the affairs of the cities remained sporadic, 
limited and ad hoc throughout our period.  43   It was out of the question that 
the central government should attempt to exert direct and continuous 
control over local administration. The governor was best placed to do so, 
but his term was too short (one year or three), his sphere of responsibility 
too large and his supporting staff too small. 

 Secondly, the imperial rulings fell far short of a rash of general enactments 
that drastically undermined the autonomy of local government institutions. 
Above all, the emperors failed to produce new institutions and offi ces. (The 
far from ubiquitous city curator stands alone.) Nor for that matter did they 
reform old ones. The transformation of traditional Greek- style councils 
with changing memberships into Roman- style permanent councils was a 
gradual process and was not imposed by the central authorities.  44   More 
generally, no attempt was made by Roman governments to eradicate the 
many differences which persisted between city constitutions in the Greek 
world. When a Roman offi cial tampered with a local constitution (leaving 
aside the suppression or suspension of the systematically distrusted popular 
assemblies, the last vestiges of Greek democracy) it was by invitation. This 
is the origin of Marcus Aurelius’ intervention in Athens over the recruitment 
of the council of the Areopagus. It is interesting that Marcus stood by the 
traditional regulation that only men of good birth should be admitted, 
defending it against Athenian attempts to undermine it by adlecting freedmen 
into vacancies.  45   

 The treatment of privileged cities conveys the same impression. What 
happened in Bithynia/Pontus under Pliny, when the accounts of Apamea and 
Sinope (colonies), Chalcedon and Amisus (free and federate cities), 
traditionally immune from inspection, were checked by order of the emperor, 
was merely the temporary suspension of privileges. As Trajan explicitly states 
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in a reply to his legate, loss of privilege was not in question (Pliny,  Ep.  10.48, 
93). If Aphrodisias is any example, the threat to the special status of a city 
came not from emperors – who regularly confi rmed traditional privileges in 
return for a demonstration of loyalty – but from tax- collectors acting on their 
own initiative, or from rival communities within the province. In practice, of 
course, real civic independence was unattainable within the Roman empire. 
This is why Aphrodisias thought nothing of asking emperors for curators to 
investigate their ‘neglected’ fi nances or for that matter for earthquake relief. 
The best that a city could hope for was favoured ally status, and to hold on 
to such privileges as it possessed by careful cultivation of each succeeding 
emperor. The uniquely informative Aphrodisias dossier shows no change in 
this situation over almost three centuries, from Augustus to Decius.  46   

 No emperor, in sum, was interested in introducing a substantially larger 
and more highly organized bureaucracy at any level, or in reorganizing local 
government systematically. Nor was there any need to do so. Despite more 
or less endemic corruption in the localities, tax revenues forwarded by the 
cities were adequate for the limited goals of the central government. Civic 
offi ce was still by and large attractive to the wealthy.  47   Local patriotism, 
civic autonomy and the tax system that was built on them eventually fell 
victim to the insecurity of the post-Severan era and the multiplication of 
taxes and exactions for military purposes that were features of that age. The 
replacement of the local aristocrat by the governor in the honorifi c epigraphy 
of the period after  AD  250 is symptomatic of the change that had overtaken 
the city. The governor had become ‘the arbiter and saviour of its fortunes’.  48    

  ADDENDUM 

 The imperial administration of the Principate was not a formal and elaborate 
bureaucratic system. If the term ‘bureaucracy’ is to be used with reference to ancient 
Rome (or ‘civil service’, for that matter), it would be prudent to qualify it in some 
way. Max Weber, against the background of contemporary German administrative 
theory and practice, categorised the administration of the Roman empire as a 
patrimonial bureaucracy, as distinct from a legal/rational bureaucracy. See Weber 
(1968), esp. 956–1006; cf. Garnsey and Humfress (2001), ch. 3, following Saller 
(1982). Eich (2005), 22–25, cf. Eich (2007), taking his cue from Johnson and 
Dandeker (1989), 239, envisages an ideal- type of ‘personalen Bürokratie’ 
(‘personalized bureaucracy’), which he situates within a broad class of ‘vormoderne 
Bürokratie’ (‘premodern bureaucracies’); for this term see Riggs (1964) and 
Eisenstadt (1969). A ‘personalized bureaucracy’ consists of a hierarchy of offi ces 
based on the household, designed to serve the ruler, his person, rather than the state 
in an abstract sense. Eich (2005), 43, 48, cf. (2007), 36 also points to 
‘protobürokratische Funktionselemente’ in the administration, which he sees as 
becoming more prominent from the late second century. Scheidel (forthcoming) has 
‘patrimonial protobureaucracy’. 
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 If there was a ‘real’ imperial civil service under the Principate, it was made up 
slaves and freedmen of the emperor’s household. It was they who provided continuity, 
institutional memory and cumulative experience. On the  familia Caesaris , Weaver 
(1972) remains fundamental; see also, briefl y, Morley (2011), 281–4; Mouritsen 
(2011a and b), 93ff. Weaver thought that imperial slaves and freedmen at clerical 
level or above numbered around 2000 (pers. comm.). In contrast, the equestrian 
(and senatorial) offi cials who formed the superstructure of the administration were 
relatively few in number. Eck (1995–1998), vol. 1, 15–17 estimates c. 160 senatorial 
posts and c. 180 equestrian, under M. Aurelius and Septimius Severus, respectively. 
Such offi cials served for short terms (usually one to three years). They were selected 
on the recommendation of advisers of the emperor or their friends, and on the basis 
of their general qualities and abilities rather than any specialist knowledge or 
technical skills. The same applies to promotions, where, however, alongside personal 
contacts, proven competence and experience would have come into the reckoning. 
The army should be treated as a case apart (Eck 2007). For equestrians in the army, 
see Devijver (1976–2001, 1992). Adams (2010) regards Egypt as also exceptional. 
Eich (2005) argues that the administration developed some of the organizational 
characteristics of a bureaucracy in the course of the Principate, and that this 
orientation became more marked in the course of ‘the long third century’. Certainly, 
through the period of the Principate, the numbers of salaried offi cials crept up, 
administrative functions slowly increased, and a more structured hierarchy of offi ce 
gradually evolved. It remains to be demonstrated that there was a palpable stepping- 
up of these processes already before the close of the Principate, caused by fi nancial 
problems arising from the plague of the time of Marcus Aurelius (Zuiderhoek 2009a 
and b) and the increased military activity and costs of the Severan period (Eich 2005, 
Bang 2013, 446). No exponential increase in the numbers of salaried functionaries 
occurred, nor was the administration thoroughly overhauled, until the late third and 
early fourth centuries, in response to the endemic warfare and serious dislocation of 
the preceding half- century. 

 Fergus Millar and Werner Eck have made very substantial contributions to 
scholarship in the area of imperial government and administration. In addition to 
Millar’s books (see Bibliography), a selection of his articles are assembled in Millar 
(2004). Eck (2000, in English) is a good recent introduction to the government of the 
empire. See also Eck (1995–1998, 2001, 2007). Bang (2013) and Scheidel 
(forthcoming) place the development of the imperial civil administration in its wider 
setting; their explanatory analyses are the more convincing because of the added 
comparative dimension. The emperors did not attempt to control their vast empire 
by military occupation, nor to rule it with a large and intrusive civil administration; 
neither of these possibilities was a realistic option. Rather, they sought the support 
of a selection of aristocrats and major landowners in Rome, Italy and the provinces, 
who were allowed to pocket a proportion of the provincial revenues. The penetration 
of the state into provincial society and politics was limited, and did not markedly 
increase under the Principate (Eck 2000, 290, Burton 1998 and 2001). Crucially, the 
collection of the main taxes was left in the hands of the elite in the very numerous 
autonomous cities in the provinces, under the supervision of the thinly spread state 
offi cials, with the consequent ‘wastage’ of a percentage of the surplus. As a result, 
taxes (both assessed and received) were at a relatively low level. And this, despite the 
fact that the emperors, in addition to other expenses, had a substantial and costly 
army to maintain – as large as any standing army in history until the time of 
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Napoleon, and larger than was required in an empire that was largely at peace (Eich 
2009, Bang 2013, 417–27). The solution to this paradox is that the army must have 
been regularly undermanned (Bang 2013, 419–422; cf. Brunt 1971, app. 27; Scheidel 
1996a, 121), and was brought up to strength only in times of active and prolonged 
warfare. Also at such times special fi scal levies and indictions are likely to have been 
imposed in and near the regions where the army was engaged. One of the main 
arguments of Monson and Scheidel (forthcoming), an important book on the fi scal 
regimes of premodern states, is that warfare – and more especially interstate confl ict, 
its relative absence or presence – is a key determinant of the level of taxes and the 
kind of fi scal system that is developed to collect them. In the same volume Scheidel 
(forthcoming) presents the imperial regime under the Principate as an example of the 
‘relaxation’ of fi scal demands in the absence of a high level of interstate or internal 
competition. 

 See  Chapter 8  Addendum for further bibliography on senators, equestrians and 
decurions, that is, councillors of the cities of the empire. There were approximately 
2000 autonomous cities in the empire, see Scheidel (forthcoming). Wilson’s estimate 
of cities with populations of 1,000 or more inhabitants (mid- second century) comes 
to 1,856; see Wilson (2011), 191, Table 7.15, in Bowman and Wilson (2011), which 
contains a useful assemblage of data on urban populations under the empire. The 
existence of one city hitherto known, Irni, in the Spanish province of Baetica, was 
discovered when the  lex Irnitana  was unearthed. González (1986) is the fi rst edition 
of this law, with a translation by M. Crawford. Gardner (2001) examines the 
implications of the law for the acquisition of citizenship. See too the various 
contributions collected in Capogrossi Colognesi and Gabba (2006). González (2008) 
is a volume of papers already published concerning various legal texts from the 
province of Baetica, including the  lex Irnitana , which is re- edited with some 
additional fragments. Wolf (2011) is a new edition of the law (with German 
translation).     



     The impression that the  pax Romana  reigned supreme over the empire for 
the fi rst two centuries  AD  without any great effort by the central authorities 
is to be found stated or assumed in a good deal of the Roman literature of 
the period and in modern scholarship derived from it, but the impression is 
in some ways misleading. Intensive Roman military activity in the conquest 
of territory and in civil wars caused exceptional distress among the subject 
populations in the last two centuries of the Republic, and the more moderate 
violence of the following centuries appears benign in comparison, but the 
Principate did not mark the end of warfare within Rome’s provinces. 
Government without a civil service did not mean that the tasks that a 
bureaucracy would have performed simply disappeared; instead, problems 
which arose had to be dealt with  ad hoc  and could be more diffi cult to cope 
with through being left to fester for too long. 

 The potential for violence in provincial cities was considerable and not 
infrequently realized. Alexandria in Egypt was a site of constant disorder, 
according to Dio Chrysostom ( Or.  32), and even more peaceable cities 
erupted in times of food shortage, such as Prusa in Bithynia (Dio,  Or.  46) or, 
with potentially drastic consequences for an offi cial, Aspendus in Asia Minor 
(Philostratus,  Vit. Ap.  1.15). In the early empire imperial attempts to placate 
the populace by doles were rare outside Rome. Attempts to prevent violence 
were limited to restrictions on public organizations, particularly in the form 
of  collegia  (see below, p. 180–3). A single city by itself had little chance of 
defying Roman authority for long, although Athens appears to have attempted 
to do so in the last years of Augustus’ life. On the whole the Roman authorities 
seem to have taken a certain level of urban unrest for granted as something 
not worth worrying about: it is instructive to contrast Josephus’ narrative of 
serious riots in Jerusalem in the early fi rst century with the passing remark of 
Tacitus that in Judaea ‘all was quiet under Tiberius’ (Tac.  Hist  5:9).  1   
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 Similarly, the claim in a passage of panegyric by Velleius ( Hist.  2.126) 
that the countryside was free from fear of banditry should not be taken too 
literally. Even in Italy a Roman  eques  could vanish with his entourage when 
on a journey (Pliny,  Ep.  6.25) and in less accessible areas of the empire, 
where mountains, deserts or swamps provided havens for the outlaw, 
brigandage remained rife; the arrest of bandits was a major concern for city 
authorities in Asia Minor in the 130s ( Digest  48.3.6.1). It is possible that 
some of these robbers had an added role as symbols of the discontent of the 
peasantry with their masters and with Rome. In the late second century a 
certain Claudius in Palestine and an army deserter called Bulla Felix in Italy 
are reported to have achieved remarkable feats against the Roman 
establishment; Bulla is said to have demanded food for the poor (Dio 
77.10.5). In Judaea, fi nds of numerous underground hiding complexes 
within village settlements may suggest local support for outlaws. But 
whether bandits in general acted as the champions of the oppressed, or 
popular opinion (or romantic fi ction) simply portrayed them as such, cannot 
be discovered.  2   

 Neither urban riots nor rural violence enter the literary sources except 
occasionally. Rather more frequently mentioned, because a much greater 
threat to the Roman order, are national revolts that required full- scale 
military actions for suppression. Roman writers rarely expatiate on such 
rebellions by peoples already regarded as conquered. Reconquest was 
treated as a policing matter that brought little glory. Augustus’ propaganda 
is silent about operations in Spain in 26–25  BC  because the pacifi cation of 
the province had been celebrated just before. Tacitus is explicit that Tiberius 
played down the signifi cance of the Frisian revolt ( Ann.  4.74.1). It is not 
always possible to tell whether an apparently national rebellion was in fact 
an action by a Roman aristocrat whose provincial origin was held against 
him by his enemies, as may be the case with the uprising led by Vindex in  AD  
68.  3   The boundaries may be unclear in the sources between a peasant protest 
at the extortion of taxes (when the main aim may simply be pillage), a 
campaign of violent rampage by a group of brigands, and a full- scale war 
aimed at the recovery of liberty from Roman rule. An inscription referring 
to military action against provincials, or archaeological evidence of 
widespread urban destruction, or a regional programme of reconstruction 
could refer to any or all of these phenomena. Provincial unrest could be 
fomented by an outside power, most obviously in the backing given to the 
false Neros by Parthia in the late fi rst century, or, more often, by a deviant 
Roman offi cial seeking power for himself through civil war. Any combination 
of such factors may indeed have contributed to any one episode.  4   

 Nonetheless, despite such problems in analysing the evidence, good 
grounds remain to suppose that provincial revolts against Rome were a 
frequent threat in the fi rst century of the Principate and a continuing, if rare, 
problem thereafter. Revolts were mostly sudden and seem often to have 
taken the Romans by surprise. The provincials concerned were evidently 
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regarded as basically conquered and no longer a threat, even in those areas 
where rebellion broke out soon after the initial conquest, as in Pannonia and 
Dalmatia in 10 and 9  BC , in Britain under Boudicca or in Germany under 
Arminius. In some regions revolts continued sporadically for years. In Africa 
the Gaetulians and their allies rebelled in  AD  6 and a heterogeneous group 
joined the charismatic Tacfarinas in  AD  24. Mauretania rebelled under 
Aedemon, a freedman of the Numidian king Ptolemy, in the forties  AD , and 
again under Vespasian and Domitian; under Domitian the Nasamones also 
rose up and defeated the governor of Numidia. It is hard to distinguish 
frontier disturbances in Africa under Antoninus Pius and M. Aurelius from 
the activities of bandits, but the rebellion against Pertinax in the late second 
century was a major military uprising. In Gaul revolt was frequent from the 
conquest by Caesar to the early Flavian period apart from a short period of 
peace in the later years of Augustus, though it is debated whether the major 
rebellions of the fi rst century  AD , in  AD  21 and  AD  68, genuinely possessed or 
were only ascribed a nationalistic character. In the Balkans massive revolts 
between  AD  6 and 9 in Pannonia and Dalmatia were subdued with great 
effort but suffi cient success for no more unrest to be recorded, and in Spain 
the rebellions of 26, 19 and 15  BC , which followed Augustus’ proud boast 
that the province was pacifi ed, were genuinely the last fl ickers of resistance.  5   

 In other areas revolt was endemic. The German tribes east of the Rhine 
that freed themselves from Roman rule under Arminius in  AD  9 were 
followed successfully by the Frisii in  AD  28, and the revolt of the Batavi 
under Civilis in  AD  69 seems to have been defused eventually only by the 
grant of concessions. Less successful were the Jews, whose two national 
revolts in Judaea ended in disaster in  AD  70 and  AD  135; no less sanguinary 
were the uprisings by diaspora Jews in Cyrene, Egypt, Cyprus and 
Mesopotamia in the last years of Trajan. Even regions that had endured 
Roman rule in peace for decades or even centuries could erupt unexpectedly, 
as in the stasis in Lycia in  AD  43 (Dio 60.17.3) and the insurrection in the 
Egyptian countryside in  AD  152 that cost the life of the prefect of Egypt.  6   

 The example of successful rebellions and memories of past independence 
encouraged such revolts, and it is a mistake to think of all of them as lost 
causes. It seems likely that the greater tendency of frontier zones to rebel 
was due to a correct belief that Roman forces might be more willing to leave 
them free. In the East neither Armenia nor Mesopotamia remained under 
Roman control for long, and the ability of tribes in Scotland to repel the 
legions gave other northern Britons hope, as did the free state of Maroboduus, 
which the people of Dalmatia and Pannonia tried to emulate in the early 
fi rst century. Provincials knew that there were alternatives to Roman rule, 
not just in distant China, India and Parthia, but in kingdoms closer to home: 
the Garamantes on the desert fringe in Africa and peoples listed by the early 
second century Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, such as Meroe, south of 
Egypt, and the Axumite state in Abyssinia.  7   They were also suffi ciently 
attuned to imperial politics to take advantage of Roman weakness, 
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particularly during the civil war of  AD  69 when rebellions were in progress 
in north- east Anatolia (Tac.  Hist.  3.47), in Britain against Rome’s puppet 
monarch Cartimandua (3.45), and in Germany among the Batavi, as well as 
in Judaea. 

 What caused such rebellions? Roman authors who referred to them 
undertook little analysis. The personal grudges of revolt leaders were often 
blamed – disgruntled Boudicca, the deserter Tacfarinas, the ambitious 
Classicus in Gaul in  AD  68, the Batavan auxiliary commander Civilis 
frightened for his safety under Vitellius in the same year. It is hard to know 
whether the Roman tendency to name wars after the enemy commander, so 
that the revolt in Pannonia and Dalmatia in  AD  6 was known as the  bellum 
Batonianum  (CIL V 3346) in memory of Bato, refl ects the crucial role of 
such men as instigators of unrest or only Roman perceptions of them. It was 
taken for granted by Tacitus that foreign nations, like Roman senators, 
would share a love for  libertas  (Tac.  Agricola  30–2). But the immediate 
cause was usually perceived to be the imposition or extortion of taxation. 
The provincial census provoked uprising in Pannonia in 10  BC  and in Judaea 
in  AD  6. The German revolt that destroyed Varus in  AD  9 may have been 
caused by his decision to start taxing the province, which had been occupied 
since 9  BC . In provinces where the principle of tribute was accepted its weight 
might provoke unrest, as in Syria in  AD  17 (Tac.  Ann.  2. 42), or, more 
commonly, the excessive use of extortion to extract the revenue. Thus Gallic 
revolts in 12  BC  and  AD  21 were both sparked off by opposition to extortionate 
offi cials, as was the British revolt of  AD  60. Bato in Dalmatia in  AD  6 is said 
to have complained about the fi nancial offi cers as wolves preying on the 
province (Dio 56.16.3). The Batavi who rebelled in  AD  69 provided Rome 
with soldiers rather than money, but in their case too excesses in recruitment 
fuelled the uprising (Tac.  Hist.  4.12–14).  8   

 Such explanations are – and were – coherent enough, but hardly suffi cient. 
It is strange that Roman governors so often failed to realize how discontent 
was growing if they really believed revolt for liberty to be natural and 
obvious. The freedman Licinus blamed for extortion in Gaul is alleged to 
have argued that bleeding the provincials would be a positive disincentive to 
rebellion (Dio 54.21.8). For a clear understanding of the motives of rebels it 
would be desirable to look at the views of the provincials themselves. 

 Such a task is not easy. We have no idea what Thracians or Gauls thought 
about the empire and the evidence that does survive to give an insight on 
provincial attitudes to Rome is highly partisan and unrepresentative. The 
mass of Egyptian papyri give occasional clues, but the Egyptian peasantry 
was much more closely monitored by Roman offi cials than inhabitants of 
other parts of the empire and therefore less likely to strike out for 
independence; the revolts of the mid second century were exceptional. 
Preservation of papyrus copies of the martyrdom narratives of Alexandrian 
Greeks even in the south of Egypt shows a dislike of Rome among Greeks in 
Egypt in general; in the Martyr Acts Roman emperors from Augustus to 
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Commodus or Caracalla are accused of tyranny and immorality in their 
refusal to give Greeks their due rights and privileges in the city; some 
emperors are even claimed as crypto-Jews to explain their injustice and 
avarice. But although Alexandria was the site of communal battles against 
the Jews in the fi rst century and frequent demonstrations against the Roman 
prefect whose headquarters lay in the heart of the city, and although the city 
rashly supported the pretender Avidius Cassius in  AD  175 and incurred the 
wrath of Caracalla in  AD  215 by mocking him (Dio 78.22–3), Alexandrian 
Greeks never rebelled on their own account. The anti-Roman literature is 
hostile but not subversive; there are no calls to action nor any forecast of a 
horrible doom for the tyrant empire.  9   

 The great mass of Greek literature from the fi rst two centuries  AD  reveals, 
in its harking back to the classical era, a certain ideological opposition to 
Rome, but the areas from which such authors came – Greece, the coastal 
cities of Asia Minor, the big cities of Syria – were not among those which 
tried to rebel.  10   Most evidence is found in the writings of Jews and Christians, 
whose sufferings at the hands of Rome and theological expectations for the 
future are unlikely to have been paralleled in other provincial cultures. It is 
impossible to tell how infl uential in instigating action against Rome the fi ery 
words of the New Testament book of Revelation were, nor whether similar 
prophecies encouraged revolt in other societies (see below pp. 61–2). 

 The evidence of the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus thus acquires 
special signifi cance since he was uniquely placed to explain in his voluminous 
works one of the most serious provincial revolts suffered by Rome, that of 
Judaea in  AD  66–70. Josephus was a priest from Jerusalem whose family had 
acquired some infl uence in the city in the years preceding the revolt. He had 
been involved in some way in the politics of the city before  AD  66, and when 
the war was underway he was appointed as general of the rebels in Galilee, 
a position he held until captured by the Romans in  AD  67. In captivity he 
proved useful to the Roman forces and at the end of the war he was freed 
and given Roman citizenship by his patron, the new emperor Vespasian. His 
account of the revolt and its antecedents, the  Jewish War , was written in 
Rome before  AD  81. His later works – the  Antiquities of the Jews , which 
covered all Jewish history up to  AD  66 and provides an interestingly different 
account of some of the events of the fi rst century  AD  also narrated in the 
 Jewish War , and the  Life , most of which was an apologetic version of his 
own career as general in Galilee – took a somewhat longer view, being 
published in the nineties. Josephus portrayed himself as a Greek historian in 
the mould of Thucydides. As a participant in the rebellion and later a 
concerned observer from the other side, he was exceptionally placed to 
provide an informed analysis, but a number of factors prevent him from 
appearing fully trustworthy. Defensive about his own behaviour both to 
those Jews who thought him a traitor to their cause and those who berated 
him for his original participation in rebellion, he attempted to demonstrate 
to his gentile readers that respectable Jews like him were capable of living at 
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peace within the Roman state and that the society that had been destroyed 
in Judaea could safely be rebuilt.  11   

 Josephus’ history, when combined with other evidence from Judaea and 
especially the religious texts preserved in the Christian Apocrypha and the 
Dead Sea scrolls, provides quite a good insight into contemporary Jewish 
understanding of the motives for revolt. Josephus blamed the tactlessness or 
worse of Roman governors and, on the Jewish side, the rashness of peasants, 
bandits and the urban poor. It is probably signifi cant that, despite his 
apologetic for Judaism, he felt impelled to implicate in the revolt a certain 
form of Judaism, which he dubbed the ‘Fourth Philosophy’ in order to 
distinguish it from the three more respectable trends of the day (among 
those Jews who espoused any particular philosophy at all); according to 
Josephus, the Fourth Philosophy originated in  AD  6, when Judaea fi rst came 
under direct Roman rule, and taught the anarchist belief that Jews should 
have no ruler but God ( B.J.  2.118;  A.J.  18.4–10, 23). Other Jewish texts 
provide similar religious explanations; struggle against Rome heralded the 
last days when the Messiah would come to redeem Israel ( 4 Ezra  11.1–12. 
34). Even if religious explanations may not by themselves account for the 
revolt (see below), this does not diminish the signifi cance of Jews at the time 
thinking that they could.  12   

 The extant Roman and provincial comments about revolt surveyed above 
do not provide a very satisfactory model to explain why rebellion occurred 
in some provinces at some times and not at others, and it is reasonable for a 
modern historian with the benefi t of hindsight to look for common patterns 
that may have been less obvious to contemporaries. Certain factors stand 
out in all the revolts begun soon after conquest by Rome. In Pannonia and 
Dalmatia in  AD  6, Germany in  AD  9, Britain in  AD  60 and on the Rhine in  AD  
69 apparently dependable natives from among the local ruling class joined 
the rebels, in each case under the leadership of a charismatic fi gure. The 
revolts took place in interior regions just getting a real sense of the 
signifi cance for their society of Roman rule, with the imposition of money 
taxes and the continued presence of rapacious middlemen in the collection 
of tribute. In most cases the rebel leaders belonged to the generation of the 
local elite that came after that which had known defeat and conquest by 
Rome. They had acquired self- confi dence in Roman service as commanders 
of auxiliary forces. They took advantage of a new sense of communal 
solidarity engendered, ironically enough, by the service of natives of 
each region in locally recruited cohorts and by their joint care of the altars 
of the imperial cult set up, for example, at Lugdunum in 15  BC  and 
at Cologne. Such altars were established precisely to engender such unity 
in the hope that this would foster loyalty to the emperor, but the imperial 
cult, which in good times focussed provincial loyalty on the state, was in 
bad times the target of the rebels’ loathing, and the temple of  Divus 
Claudius  at Colchester was an early victim of Boudicca’s uprising (Tac. 
 Ann  14. 31).  13   
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 Why should such Romanized provincials be particularly hostile to Rome? 
Romans naturally saw it as treachery – thus Velleius Paterculus described 
the uprising led by Arminius, once his fellow offi cer, as a crime (2.118.2). 
These men were at the forefront of the change coming over their society. 
They appear to have become suddenly aware of the extent of that change 
and its consequences. They took the last chance to reverse it. 

 Persuading the people to follow was not always easy. There is little 
evidence that an abstract nationalism would have much attraction. It can be 
reasonably assumed that appeal could always be turned to resentment at 
taxation. Most evidence concerns manipulation of religion to whip up anti-
Roman emotion. 

 Such use of religion to comfort and sustain rebels should be distinguished 
from any suggestion that revolt was caused by such religious factors. It is 
certainly true that anti-Roman sentiment was expressed throughout the 
empire in religious terms. Jews saw Rome as the fourth kingdom of the Book 
of Daniel, which would in time perish. In one Alexandrian pagan martyr- act, 
Isidore is portrayed as appealing to Serapis against Rome and the Jews. 
Oracles that could foretell an emperor’s glory could as easily predict disaster, 
although charges of  maiestas  might discourage wide publication of such 
prophecies and temple authorities reserved anti-Roman miracles for the 
protection of their own rights, as when the statue of Zeus at Olympia laughed 
when Caligula tried to transport it to Rome (Suet.  Cal.  57.1). In Egypt, the 
Potter’s Oracle and Lamb’s Oracle and the Asclepius apocalypse preserved in 
the Hermetic corpus were all copied in the early imperial period, and their 
predictions of the victory of Egypt and her gods over foreigners may have 
comforted the oppressed. But none of these religious notions led to an actual 
uprising.  14   Roman belief that druids whipped up opposition to their 
hegemony cannot be documented for any particular incident in Gaul or 
Britain. The ideological misfi ts who took advantage of the asylum of temple 
sanctuaries in the East to avoid the hand of the Roman state ( Epist. Apoll. 
Ty.  65) were no threat to that state. Even the Jewish belief in the eventual 
universal rule of the Jewish God and the coming of a messiah seems to have 
had little infl uence on the outbreak of the revolt of  AD  66–70, before and 
during which messianic fi gures are conspicuously absent both in Jewish 
sources (including Josephus’ writings) and in the account by Tacitus ( Hist.  5: 
1–13), despite the prevalence of general messianic expectations. Jewish 
religious susceptibilities led to riots at indecent exposure by a Roman soldier 
in the Temple in Jerusalem (Jos.  A.J.  20.108–12) and at the destruction of a 
sacred scroll of the Pentateuch (Jos.  A.J.  20.115–17), but not to revolt. On 
the other hand, a messianic hope may have been an important element in the 
Jewish uprising in Cyprus and in Cyrene in  AD  115 (Dio 68.32.1–3), and 
later rabbinic sources claim that some Jews saw Bar Kosiba (Kochba), the 
leader of the rebellion of 132–135, as a messiah.  15   

 In most revolts, then, religious emotion functioned not as a cause of war 
but as comfort and encouragement once war was underway. A priest led the 
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Egyptian revolt of  AD  172–3 (Dio 72.4). The supporters of Bar Kosiba who, 
according to letters found in the Judaean desert, called each other ‘brothers’, 
may have wished to signify thereby participation in a holy war. Julius Civilis 
in  AD  69 gathered his Batavan followers to feast in a sacred grove and 
signifi ed a religious vow by neglecting to cut his hair (Tac.  Hist.  4 61). The 
support of the prophetess Veleda for his cause was of such importance that 
her services may have been taken over by the Romans themselves in later 
years. More sinister were the human sacrifi ces practised by Arminius in the 
Teutoburger Wald and the wild posturings of druids at Anglesey (in support 
probably of resistance to Rome in Wales, not by Boudicca and the Iceni, 
who were too far distant). Druids were active also in Gaul, where their 
prophecy that the burning of the Capitol signifi ed the demise of Rome 
encouraged Gauls to think of joining the Germans in revolt (Tac. 
 Hist.  4.54); it is likely that the anti-Roman prophecy of the self- proclaimed 
god Mariccus in the same year was made in concert with them (Tac. 
 Hist.  2.61). The revolt of the Bessi in the Macedonian area in 11  BC  was 
whipped up by a priest of Dionysus who used divination to encourage unrest 
(Dio 54.34.5–7). Such religious approval of rebellion fulfi lled a function 
similar to the savagery that frequently accompanied uprisings, such as the 
massacre of Roman civilians by Boudicca in Colchester.  16   

 The methods used by rebel leaders to garner support in revolts that took 
place long after conquest were similar to those of the immediate post- 
conquest uprisings, but the motives of the leaders themselves were probably 
rather different. Vindex in Gaul may have been as interested in using local 
support for Roman political ends as in breaking away from Rome, for his 
coins are entirely Roman in terminology. In Judaea in  AD  66 the immediate 
impulse to war was the failure of the ruling class to fulfi l its function in 
administering the province, and in particular its inability to control the 
frequent riots caused by minor infringements of the religious feelings of the 
people at fraught times, such as the pilgrim festivals held three times a year. 
This failure was caused by the lack of prestige of that class in the eyes of its 
Jewish subjects, and in turn it provoked the governor so far to lose confi dence 
in them as to crucify Jewish Roman citizens of equestrian status before his 
tribunal (Jos.  B.J.  2.308). Faced with the withdrawal of the support of the 
Roman authorities, some members of the ruling class seem to have felt that 
only leadership of a rebellion would keep them in power. But the precarious 
position of the Judaean ruling class may have been unparalleled: the Jewish 
aristocracy favoured by the Hasmonaean dynasts was apparently wiped out 
after 37  BC  by the Idumaean upstart Herod supported by Rome, and those 
put by him in positions of prominence, in particular the high priesthood, 
were specially chosen to be nonentities who would lack any local following 
with which they might threaten his supremacy over a nation that hated him; 
the men entrusted with power by Rome after  AD  6 were the descendants of 
the nonentities promoted by Herod and, although they undoubtedly gained 
prestige from their role over time, they had diffi culties imposing their will on 
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an unruly populace. In other provinces the local ruling class had greater 
continuity with that of the pre- conquest era, and the problem of legitimizing 
their power will have been proportionately less.  17   

 These revolts required massive military effort to suppress them, 
particularly when, as in Germany in  AD  9 and Judaea in 132–5, the rebels 
avoided both pitched battles and sieges. The main method used to prevent 
recurrence was terror. Roman actions against foreign people were often 
vicious, even on initial conquest – thus many of those who fought against 
Rome in Pannonia and Dalmatia in 13 and 12  BC  were sold into slavery (Dio 
54.31.3–4). Punishment could be far more horrifi c after rebellion. Hundreds 
of thousands of Jewish captives were killed in public shows in Caesarea in 
the autumn of  AD  70 (Jos.  B.J.  7.37–40). Such Spanish rebels in 19  BC  as were 
not slaughtered were forcibly resettled in a different region where geography 
would be less favourable to dissent (Dio 54.11.5–6). The Jews of 
Cyprus were forbidden to set foot on the island after  AD  117 (Dio 68.32–3). 
More drastically still, Judaean Jews were entirely excluded from the 
region around the holy city of Jerusalem after the defeat of Bar Kochba in 
 AD  135 (Justin Martyr,  I Apol.  47). It was important for this policy of 
deterrence that suppression should be seen to be thorough, hence 
the extraordinary efforts made to subdue the last remnants of Judaean 
resistance: witness the operations at Masada in  AD  73–74, as revealed by the 
huge ramp erected in the middle of the desert, the legendary fate of Bethar 
after the defeat of Bar Kochba, and rabbinic traditions of a period of 
persecution for such religious behaviour as the observance of the sabbath 
and circumcision.  18   

 The success of control through terror is not always very clear; Dalmatia 
and Pannonia rebelled again in 11 and 10  BC , Spain in 16  BC  and Judaea in 
132  AD , despite the previous measures described above. In some areas the 
Roman army became in effect a permanent police force for the control of 
disaffection. In the most extreme cases this involved the stationing of legions 
to deter revolt, such as Legio X Fretensis quartered in Jerusalem after  AD  70. 
Most legions of the empire were, at least ostensibly, directed against forces 
external to the  limes , but the ability of the state rapidly to bring trained 
soldiers of the huge and underemployed standing army to any province 
where trouble fl ared discouraged those tempted to express their continued 
opposition. In the border areas of Africa and Syria-Palaestina it can be 
argued that the block forts built to protect roads were intended as much 
to ward off local as foreign attackers. Occasionally colonies of Roman 
citizens were planted in rebellious areas as bastions of loyalty. This 
technique was more common immediately after conquest, as at Cologne and 
Colchester, than at a later period, but in Judaea the colonies of Ptolemais-
Akko in the 50s  AD  and Aelia Capitolina after  AD  135 evidently had such a 
function. In general, however, land confi scated after rebellion was sold off 
to the highest bidder rather than being kept either by the Roman state or by 
the emperor.  19   
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 Constant suppression of hostile subjects is diffi cult for any imperial 
power. Romans preferred when possible to return to the comfortable 
symbiosis with a local elite that they considered as the norm. Troublemakers 
within the ruling class were removed by death or exile in the hope that those 
remaining would see the advantages of cooperation. Gaul after  AD  21 was 
still ruled by the Gallic Iulii, aristocrats given citizenship by Caesar or 
Augustus. In Britain Agricola was energetically wooing the local elite to 
Roman ways eighteen years after the Boudiccan uprising (Tac.  Agr.  21). It is 
likely that Civilis and the Batavi were pardoned in the early years of 
Vespasian. Such clemency is a symptom of Roman self- confi dence and the 
belief that most provincials, given suffi cient wealth and power, would throw 
their weight behind the imperial authorities; in perhaps the most blatant 
case of such an attitude, Augustus bought off the bandit Corocotta who was 
plaguing Africa with a gift of a million sesterces, which made him as rich as 
the minimum requirement for a senator (Dio 56.43.3).  20   

 It was rare for the Roman state to give up altogether in its attempt to use 
a local elite. In Gaul part of the elite was fi rst ignored and then destroyed. 
Before the Romans arrived power was shared in Gallic society between the 
war leaders, warriors whose prowess brought them wealth and prestige so 
long as they proved their competence, and the druids, a group of learned 
experts who ruled on matters of law and religion (Caesar,  B.G.  6.13–14). 
The fi rst century of Roman rule saw the gradual evolution of the war leaders 
into a landed aristocracy of the Greco-Roman type, reliant on tenant 
incomes and responsible for the gradual urbanization of Gaul, as well as the 
collection of tribute and preservation of order on behalf of Rome. The 
druids meanwhile gradually came under a state ban, until Tiberius forbade 
altogether the practice of druidic rites (Pliny,  HN.  30.4).  21   In Judaea the 
ruling class was removed from power completely, perhaps because of the 
extent of its involvement in revolt or because of the link as priests of many 
of them with the destroyed Temple. It may also have been relevant that there 
already existed in Palestine a sizeable population of non-Jews able and 
willing to take over the role of local administrators: the submerged hostility 
to the Jews of the Greeks of the surrounding regions surfaced in the mutual 
massacres of  AD  66, and pagan city authorities sent troops to aid the Romans 
against the rebels.  22   

 Success in revolt was the exception rather than the rule, and provincials 
reacted to failure in a variety of ways. It is unwarranted to assume that 
most, realizing the folly of opposition, assimilated into the dominant culture 
and society. Undoubtedly some did, but since the rebellions had occurred for 
the most part in precisely those areas that the Romans persisted in seeing as 
barbarian and uncivilized (see above, p. 57: the coincidence is not, of course, 
accidental), penitent rebels could not expect easy acceptance by the governing 
elite of the empire. 

 A more common response to defeat was for the provincial society to 
build up or retain a cultural alternative to Rome in place of political 
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resistance. In the nature of the evidence such mild opposition can usually 
only be surmised rather than documented. Surviving artefacts from defeated 
provinces most commonly reveal conformity to Roman values: Latin or 
Greek inscriptions set up in the sort of urban setting approved by Rome, 
recording the successful operation of local magistrates controlling the 
provincials as the empire required. But beneath this façade a different culture 
fl ourished in some provinces. The emergence in the third century of a Syriac 
literature in Northern Mesopotamia and Coptic writings in Egypt owes 
much to the infl uence of burgeoning Christianity, and to some extent may 
represent the voice of the less privileged classes, which had little share in 
Greco-Roman civilization even in areas where the elite was thoroughly 
assimilated. But the elite as well as the poor adopted Syriac in some cities, 
such as Edessa, and in Gaul it was the patronage of potters by rich 
landowners that revived Celtic art forms in the same period. The simplest 
explanation of the evidence is that such provincials, even in the 
early Principate, retained strong loyalty to their local traditions, but that it 
was only in the third century and later that such loyalty was publicly 
advertised.  23   

 Such passive resistance to Rome did not in all cases involve sentiments of 
hostility, although a text like the  Potter’s Oracle  reveals that it might do so. 
In the well- documented case of the Jews a variety of attitudes may be traced. 

 Nearly all the main pillars of Judaean society were destroyed in  AD  70. 
Jerusalem, the Temple and the priesthood were in ruins. Jews hoped 
enthusiastically for the rebuilding of the sanctuary, but with decreasing 
optimism: Josephus in the nineties still wrote about the Jerusalem cult as the 
fi rst element in his summary of Jewish worship (c.  Ap.  2.193–8), but by the 
time of the compilation of the Mishnah in the early third century  AD  
discussion of the nature of the restored cult may have become theoretical. 
The failure of two more rebellions in  AD  118 and 135 encouraged in due 
course a search for new strategies, religious as well as political. Immediately 
after 70 the author of 4 Ezra took refuge in hope of divine vengeance on the 
wicked enemy. More constructively, the rabbis, as scholarly interpreters of 
the law, were in time to evolve new forms of personal piety that might act as 
a partial substitute for the Temple ritual.  24   

 Despite the voluminous remnants of rabbinic teaching, it is not entirely 
easy to establish the main religious concerns of the rabbis: the laws discussed 
in the Mishnah are wide- ranging, covering the rules governing festivals and 
the sabbath, and the tithing of foodstuffs and preservation of their unpolluted 
state, in addition to the regulation of the Temple cult and a mass of criminal 
and civil law. But in general individual sanctity, through which the pious 
could atone for misdeeds and request divine aid, seems to lie in the 
preparation of kosher meals and the preservation of the greatest possible 
purity in family life. It cannot be assumed that rabbinic Judaism became 
normative anywhere immediately after 70 – the views of the rabbis may 
have been in a minority even in Palestine down to the fourth century – but 
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gradually a new sort of Judaism with its own strengths developed from the 
ashes of defeat.  25   

 In the diaspora, where the rabbinic writ is even less likely to have run, 
adaptation to defeat in those regions not directly involved in the revolt 
under Trajan was even more swift. The synagogue, whose primary function 
was as the setting for regular recitation of the law enshrined in the Pentateuch, 
already acted as a locus of sanctity for those too far from Jerusalem for 
frequent worship at the Temple. The distinctive Jewish notion that their Law 
was holy even to the extent that the scrolls in which it was written were 
sacred objects made religious survival after the collapse of the cult more 
possible. It is even possible that political defeat was seen by some as a 
de- nationalization of their religion. From now on it became easier to see all 
those who took the requirements of the Law upon themselves as Jews 
because no national citizenship was involved, only membership of a local 
Jewish community. This attitude was encouraged by the Roman imposition 
of a tax, the  fi scus Iudaicus , on all Jews; at the beginning, under Vespasian, 
this seems to have been understood as an ethnic designation, but after 
Domitian evoked hostility by taxing apostate Jews, Nerva seems to have 
changed the defi nition to refer to those practising Jewish customs, thereby 
incidentally including proselytes.  26   It is possible that the four proselytes 
and fi fty-three ‘god fearers’ recorded on a synagogue inscription from 
Aphrodisias, dated probably to the fourth century, refl ect a new Jewish 
attitude of positive enthusiasm for gentile converts and adherents; certainly 
the evolution by rabbis during the second and third centuries of a theoretical 
defi nition of a good gentile (the seven Noachide laws by which all gentiles 
are expected to live) suggests a new interest in the moral welfare of the non-
Jewish as well as the Jewish world.  27   At any rate, continuing prohibitions of 
circumcision (under pagan emperors) and of conversion (under Christians) 
suggest that political defeat did not diminish, and may even have enhanced, 
the attraction of Judaism as a religion.  28   

 In all this it did not matter much what Jews thought of Rome as a state. 
Rabbinic references to Rome are overwhelmingly bitter and hostile: Rome 
is identifi ed with the hereditary enemy Edom. Of only exceptional emperors 
is anything favourable reported, such as the sympathetic ‘Antoninus’, 
variously identifi ed with one or other Antonine or Severan ruler. Attitudes in 
the diaspora may have been different – a passage in the fi fth Sibylline book, 
probably composed by a Jew, eulogises Hadrian, for example – but no 
literary evidence survives to confi rm or deny.  29   But even in Palestine 
ideological hatred seems to have coexisted with practical amity. It is not 
clear whether any rabbinic leader acquired formal recognition from 
Rome before the late fourth century, but Origen in the mid third reveals that 
the Jewish ethnarch had, in effect, regal power among Jews with the 
connivance of the emperor, to the extent that he could put people to death 
under Jewish law without any interference by the Roman governor ( Ep. ad 
Africanum  14).  
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  ADDENDUM 

 M. Goodman 
 There has not been a great deal of work over the past twenty fi ve years on the 
general subject of political opposition to Rome in the provinces, as can be seen from 
the useful survey in Woolf (2011a). Far more attention has been paid to how and 
why provincials accepted Roman rule, from Zanker (1988) on the creation and 
spread of imperial myths to Ando (2000) on the willingness of provincials to buy 
into this consensus, and Lendon (1997) on the use of status within the system as a 
means for the imperial state to encourage cooperation. 

 Quite a lot has been written on the processes that allowed local identities to 
persist alongside integration and accommodation in particular provinces, sometimes 
taking a lead explicitly from subaltern studies (Woolf 1998, on Gaul; Mattingly 
2006, on Britain; Goldhill 2001, on Greece). Notable among studies emphasising the 
persistence of local cultures are Mitchell (1993), on the persistence of local languages 
and religious ideas and practices, and Millar (1993), with an exploration of the way 
that in the Near East local identities could sometimes be defi ned by Rome and 
expressed in Greek alongside pre- existing identities and semitic languages. 

 Of the individual revolts that have been subjected to intensive study, by far the 
most discussed have been the revolts of the Jews. The overall issue of the causes of 
Jewish rebelliousness have been much analysed, with increasing attention to the 
extent that Jewish marginality in the Roman world may have been a product, rather 
than a cause, of rebellion (Goodman 2007; on the Bar Kokhba war, see Schäfer 
2003). The detailed politics of the Jewish revolt of  AD  66–70 are subjected to intense 
scrutiny in Price (1992). Much work has been done on analysing the reliability of 
Josephus as the main source on which all narratives of this revolt rely, with some 
expressing great scepticism about the possibility of extracting useful information 
from an historian with such a complex political career and both the motivation and 
skill to mislead (Mason 2005, Edmondson, Mason and Rives 2005, Popovic 2011). 
The issue has by no means been resolved, and attempts to study the revolt by relying 
primarily on archaeology (Berlin and Overman 2002) or numismatics (McLaren 
2003) do not altogether solve the problem. Since Josephus is the only provincial 
author to have left for us a detailed account of the anti-Roman uprising in which he 
participated, clarity on his reliability would be very valuable, and the publication of 
a new detailed commentary on his work (Mason 2001-) is encouraging further work 
on this issue. 

 On the extent to which Jews after the Bar Kokhba war of  AD  132–135 opted out 
of wider Roman society, Schwartz (2001) presents a novel thesis, based on the 
paucity of distinctively Jewish artefacts in the archaeology of Palestine in the late 
second and the third century, that almost all the Jewish population of Palestine 
(rabbis being the exception) assimilated into the wider culture of the region until 
encouraged to express their identity in religious forms within a Christian Roman 
empire from the fourth century  AD .     
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     We know little in detail about the economy of the Roman world. There are 
no government accounts, no offi cial records of production, trade, 
occupational distribution, taxation. A systematic account of the Roman 
economy is therefore beyond our reach. Economic historians, more even 
than those historians with traditional interests, must set themselves limited 
objectives and be imaginative and discriminating in their pursuit of them.  1   

 We begin with a simple model of the Roman economy, arrived at by 
setting that economy against the background of other, better known, pre- 
industrial economies. The next step is to ask how far it is possible to progress 
beyond a broad characterization of the Roman economy as underdeveloped 
toward a delineation of the peculiarly Roman form or forms of 
underdevelopment, and by which of the several available methodologies 
and approaches. In a fi nal section the economy’s capacity for growth is 
explored with reference to the period of the Principate.  

  A simple model 

 The Roman economy was underdeveloped. This means essentially that the 
mass of the population lived at or near subsistence level. In a typical 
underdeveloped, pre- industrial economy, a large proportion of the labour 
force is employed in agriculture, which is the main avenue for investment 
and source of wealth. The level of investment in manufacturing industries is 
low. Resources that might in theory be devoted to growth- inducing 
investment are diverted into consumption or into unproductive speculation 
and usury. Demand for manufactured goods is relatively low, and most 
needs are met locally with goods made by small craftsmen or at home. 
Backward technology is a further barrier to increased productivity. Finally, 
there is no class of entrepreneurs who are both capable of perceiving 
opportunities for profi t in large- scale organization of manufacture and 
prepared to undergo the risks entailed in making the necessary investment. 

    5 

 An underdeveloped economy   

71



THE ROMAN EMPIRE72

In ancient Rome, small- scale handicraft industry was predominant. Some 
goods were made in quantity, notably pottery and textiles. But little technical 
expertise or accumulation of capital was required for their production. They 
were in constant demand as basic and inexpensive consumer goods. 
However, no one producer or group of producers could be sure of a steady 
or expanding non- local market. 

 In Rome as in other pre- industrial economies, commerce received some 
of the capital that could not fi nd an outlet in industrial enterprise. But the 
riskiness of trade acted as a disincentive to potential investors. In addition, 
transport facilities were backward. Land transport was slow and costly, 
even as it was after Roman times, when the collar harness and nailed shoes 
were invented. Water transport was altogether cheaper and faster, although 
goods could not be moved with speed and effi ciency in all seasons until the 
invention of the steamship in the nineteenth century. Most agricultural areas 
inevitably aimed at subsistence rather than the production of an exportable 
surplus. In the case of manufactures, too, proximity or ease of access to 
markets was essential. The emergence of Pisa and then Lyon as centres 
for the production of fi ne tableware illustrates the problems faced by the 
potters of Arezzo in the early decades of the fi rst century  AD  in selling their 
product on the northern frontiers where the Roman army offered a ready 
market. In general, the backwardness and expense of transport and the 
relatively low level of demand limited opportunities for profi table investment 
in commerce. 

 Trading profi ts were attracted into land and money- lending. Money- 
lending brought the better return. Interest rates were especially high where 
the risks were great, as was the case with nautical loans and loans abroad 
(an empire afforded opportunities for exploitation). Money- lending was 
also unproductive: loans to aristocrats, for example, were used for purposes 
of consumption rather than land improvement and increased productivity. 

 Land investment offered security and a steady income. In modern 
developing countries, the scale of speculation in land suggests that many of 
those who have wealth fi nd alternative opportunities for investment limited, 
or consider anything but a marginal investment in trade (or industry) unsafe 
or undesirable. In such societies, as was the case in pre- industrial Europe, 
land is valued also as a source of prestige and political power. The conversion 
of profi ts won in commerce into landed wealth often heralds the arrival of a 
new family in the ranks of the aristocracy. In such cases, the acquisition of 
property may be followed by the purchase of offi ce and the forging of 
marriage connections with the upper class. The process of assimilation into 
the aristocracy might take one generation or more. As regards Rome, the 
best- known example of the merchant turned landowner is fi ctional, the 
freedman Trimalchio in Petronius’ mid- fi rst-century  AD  novel; and he, 
notoriously, failed to found a family that might have secured the status that 
was denied to Trimalchio himself. Freedmen were barred from political 
offi ce. However, as many inscriptions from Italy and elsewhere demonstrate, 
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sons of freedmen could enter a city council and hold magistracies and 
priesthoods on the basis of their father’s wealth and generosity. The source 
of their wealth is not generally specifi ed on these inscriptions, which are 
intended to be honorifi c; nor is the form in which it was invested. 

 Finally, in pre- industrial societies the prevailing value system is that of a 
landed aristocracy. A prosperous merchant class, the source of whose wealth 
was not land, and whose success rested on enterprise and skill rather than 
traditional precepts and modes of behaviour, provides a potential threat to 
aristocratic values. But successful merchants fall easy prey to the dominant 
ideology: they buy or marry their way into the aristocracy and seek political 
offi ce. Only the rise of a class of industrial owners, who possess social 
prestige and economic power independently as profi t- makers and employers 
of labour, endangers the traditional social order. 

 In ancient Rome there was no prospect of the emergence of such a class. 
Moreover, economic realities, in particular the limitations of the market, 
virtually ruled out the possibility of the formation of a competing social 
hierarchy based on commercial wealth. Nevertheless, the landed aristocracy 
perceived a threat to their supremacy in the growth of commerce that 
followed Republican Rome’s expansion beyond Italy. It is this which explains 
the reactionary and defensive tone colouring Roman social attitudes from 
the early second century  BC , when Latin literature begins. Treatises on 
agriculture and morality defend landowning as the safest occupation (the 
least likely therefore to impoverish the aristocracy and weaken its position) 
and as the most honourable (the most conducive to the lifestyle appropriate 
for the senator), and manifest hostility in differing degrees to trade as a 
source of income. The theme surfaces in Cato’s  On Agriculture  of the mid- 
second century  BC , and is taken up more than a century later in Cicero’s  On 
Moral Duties  and then, more cursorily, in Varro’s  On Farming . It is not a 
purely Republican phenomenon; Columella in the mid- fi rst century  AD  
affi rms in stronger terms than any preceding writer the superiority of 
agriculture over trade. 

 The limitations of an analysis of the kind we have just attempted are 
obvious. The search for points of similarity between societies, when coupled 
with the tendency to pass over differences both between and within societies, 
produces a picture of any particular society that is grossly oversimplifi ed. 
The arguments are set at a high level of generality. Thus, for example, the 
supremacy of agriculture over other forms of investment and income has 
been established, but only at a very general level. A sceptic might question 
whether it is in fact possible to offer a more penetrating analysis of the role 
of agriculture, and of its importance in relation to other sections of the 
economy, on the basis of the existing, non- quantitative, evidence. A 
discussion of some recent contributions to the debate on this central issue 
will enable us to evaluate the various ways employed by ancient historians 
(optimists rather than pessimists by inclination, with few exceptions) to 
circumvent this problem.  
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  Methodologies and debates 

 In the revised edition of his  Ancient Economy , Moses Finley challenged 
conventional historiographical methods and assumptions in typically 
uncompromising fashion: ‘Any analysis of the ancient economy that pretends 
to be more than a mere antiquarian listing of discrete data has perforce to 
employ models (Weber’s ideal types).’ In his recent  Ancient History: Evidence 
and Models  this message is reinforced with a detailed analysis of the 
weaknesses of the ancient evidence. ‘The ability of the ancients to invent and 
their capacity to believe are persistently underestimated . . . . The insuffi ciency 
of primary literary sources is a continuing curse.’ Written documents 
‘constitute a random selection in both time and place, and they often lack a 
meaningful context.’ Archaeology cannot uncover ‘economic structure’ or 
the ‘social mode of production’, and is too often used to provide support for 
the literary tradition. So we come full circle. Finley’s critique of the ancient 
sources is not to be mistaken for blanket condemnation, while his models 
are by defi nition simplifi ed and capable of refi nement and emendation, 
largely by reference to the primary evidence. But the contrasts between 
existing historical methodologies are as striking, and the fragility of much 
conventional historiography is as genuine, as he has indicated.  2   

 We begin by considering an argument relating to the nature of the Roman 
economy that has been very infl uential despite the patent weakness of its 
empirical base. A.H.M. Jones suggested that the tax revenue derived from 
agriculture ‘was something like twenty times’ that derived from trade and 
industry in the late Roman empire, and went on to assert a rough 
correspondence between this apportionment and the economic structure of 
the empire.  3   

 Jones’ calculation, according to which the contribution of trade and 
industry to the imperial revenues and to the overall wealth of the economy 
amounted to around 5 per cent, was arrived at by a comparison of the 
payments made by the northern Mesopotamian city of Edessa to the  collatio 
lustralis,  often called a trade tax, in the late fi fth century, with the returns in 
land tax from the Egyptian nomes of Heracleopolis and Oxyrhynchos in the 
sixth century. Apart from doubts about the legitimacy of this comparison 
(tentatively aired by Jones himself), one might question the value of an 
equation that includes among revenues from ‘trade and industry’ levies on 
usurers and prostitutes, who were subject to the  collatio,  while excluding 
tolls, sales taxes and above all customs dues, that were collected separately. 
There are more fundamental objections. Any estimate of the value to the 
state of agriculture, on the one hand, and trade and manufacturing, on the 
other, that is based on their relative contributions to tax revenues, will be 
worthless unless we can compare, fi rst, the rate of taxation, and secondly, 
the extent of state ownership, and hence the scope of a taxable private 
sector, in each section of the economy. Needless to say, such information is 
lacking, whether for the late or the early empire. 
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 Jones’ argument represents an attempt to evade the problem of the non- 
existent quantitative data by conjuring up isolated texts of special 
signifi cance. There are a few such texts bearing on trade, for example, the 
Vienna papyrus that documents the extraordinarily high value of a cargo of 
nard, ivory and cloth imported into Egypt from India, and invites inferences 
concerning the cost of investment in the trade in luxuries, and its profi tability.  4   
Another valuable document, which needs careful interpretation, is the 
emperor Diocletian’s price edict of  AD  301.  5   

 In contrast, any attempt to establish the signifi cance of trade and 
manufacture in the economy with reference to texts allegedly bearing on 
upper- class economic activity would be inhibited by data that is qualitatively 
as well as quantitatively defi cient. The patient collection of stray items from 
diverse sources might just about be justifi ed if the individual pieces of 
evidence were self- evidently valuable. But, to cite a typical case, there is no 
reason for accepting that a particular Roman senator had invested in trade 
through an ex- slave or slave unless we can be sure about the precise nature 
of the economic activities of the alleged middleman, establish fi rm links 
between the parties, and show that a sharing of risks and profi ts was 
entailed.  6   As yet no text has yielded this kind of information, just as 
documentary evidence for the direct involvement of senators in trade is 
lacking. What can be said, on the basis of diverse, mainly non- literary, 
sources, is that individual aristocrats (and emperors) were proprietors of 
large warehouses, brickyards and pottery works, or the source of loan 
capital invested by third parties in, among other things, shipping. As owners 
rather than exploiters, as lenders on fi xed interest rather than direct 
participants, they avoided whatever risks and ignominy were associated 
with direct and public investment in trade and manufacturing.  7   

 Such evidence justifi es the negative assertion that not all members of the 
high elite were completely uninvolved in trade or manufacture. But there is 
nothing very radical about this fi nding, and the key questions remain: how 
many individuals, and what proportion of their wealth? Any over- optimistic 
answers would run up against the reality of the substantial investment of 
senators and other rich men in rural property, and the survival in law and 
convention of opposition to senatorial involvement in trade. 

 There remains a further, critical, issue. So far the assumption has gone 
unchallenged that insofar as we can piece together the sources of wealth of 
the rich, we can reconstruct the sources of wealth of the empire at large. But 
Polanyi, and more recently, Finley, have reminded us that not all commodity 
movement in antiquity is properly described as trade in the sense of market 
exchange. In particular, the transport of goods by order of or under the 
control of the state, ‘redistribution’, or ‘administered trade’, was of singular 
importance under the Roman empire. Insofar as rich investors were caught 
up in the transport to the city of Rome or the Roman armies of massive 
quantities of goods, especially tax grain, this would tell us little about the 
importance of trade in the Roman world.  8   
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 The argument about the economic activities of the rich is mirrored by, 
and closely associated with, the debate over the nature of the economic life 
of cities, the seat of most men of means in the Roman empire. Again the 
implication is that the issue of the character of the Roman economy at large 
will be illuminated, and again it is possible to proceed by means of a 
conventional methodology, the accumulation of information about the 
economic life of particular cities. Here the problem, supposing one can hit 
upon a relatively well- documented area, is to convince anyone that the 
results have a general signifi cance. Thus, for example, it is uncontroversial 
that the economy of some cities was based on trade rather than agriculture. 
The question is rather whether such cities were exceptional. 

 This is an appropriate point to turn to a consideration of less conventional 
approaches, and, in particular, the construction of explanatory models, 
whether quantitative or non- quantitative. Perhaps the most familiar and 
infl uential model concerns the urban economy. This is the ‘consumer city’, 
adumbrated long ago by Sombart and Weber and revived and publicized by 
Finley. According to this model, the ancient city was primarily a centre of 
consumption, in contrast with the medieval city, which was primarily a 
centre of production. By a consumption city is meant ‘one which pays for its 
maintenance . . . not with its own products, because it does not need to. It 
derives its maintenance rather on the basis of a legal claim such as taxes or 
rents, without having to deliver return values’.  9   

 The essential power and truth of the consumer city model can be admitted; 
so can its role of confi rming the supremacy of agriculture in the economy. 
The city was both the base of the major landowners, who were also the 
wealthiest residents, and the centre and focus of their expenditures, which 
were funded in large part by their rural investments. Whether the model 
reinforces the minimalist view of the role of trade and manufacturing is 
another matter. The model, any model, is not a statement about reality, 
which is much more complex and problematic. The minimalist view is such 
a statement, and must be tested along with others. In fact there is some room 
for manoeuvre within the limits set by the model. Thus, for example, it can 
be argued, with the aid of familiar literary sources, that city elites were not 
merely holders of rural property, but also invested in urban property to a 
considerable extent. Without rejecting the crucial importance to most 
ancient cities of the fl ow of income from the countryside, one might want to 
recognize that there were income- creating activities taking place in the 
‘internal’ urban economy, activities access to which, and often control over 
which, were provided by ownership of urban property.  10   

 This last argument is instructive for its implication that ‘model- building’ 
and ‘empirical’ data collection and analysis can be complementary rather 
than competing methodologies. No model will carry conviction unless it can 
be shown that it bears resemblance to the historical reality. With this in 
mind we may consider some further arguments that carry negative 
implications for the minimalist thesis. 
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 An argument of Hopkins  11   runs as follows: A ship of 400 tonnes can be 
calculated, with the aid of comparative evidence, to have cost 250–400,000 
sesterces to build and a further 185,000 sesterces to load with wheat. The 
Romans are known to have built ships of 250–450 tonnes from the fi rst 
century  BC . Only the rich could have afforded to build and run such ships. 
Those who invested in them must have included the richest men in the 
empire, the Roman elite. This is the argument, in bare summary form. 

 Now, in our period, such large ships (most Roman ships were smaller) 
were used for the transport of goods, principally wheat, to Rome, from 
Egypt and north Africa. Rome was a special case. Emperors attracted 
shippers into the service of the food- supply ( annona ) with tax and insurance 
benefi ts, benefi ts that were available, however, only to bulk suppliers. Most 
of the grain imported in this way, we may suppose, was state- owned, having 
the status of tax or rent. The extent of profi t over and above that allowed 
for in the contract (an unknown) would have depended on the amount of 
(subsidized) trade a shipper was able to carry on alongside his function of 
transporter of state goods. As for upper- class participation: senators might 
have been involved, though the class of men who had the means to invest as 
individuals or groups was much larger than the senatorial order. But in any 
case, the involvement of rich investors, whatever their status, would tell us 
more about the importance and character of ‘administered trade’ (as earlier 
defi ned), than the scale of trade in the sense of commercial exchange in the 
Roman world. In sum, the implications of Hopkins’ argument require 
further exploration. However, unlike the conventional method of text- by-
text analysis, it is of a kind to raise the level and the tempo of the debate. 

 In a second, more elaborate, argument, Hopkins asserts for the period of 
the Principate that the exaction of money taxes in central provinces of the 
empire for expenditure on the frontiers stimulated a large volume of long- 
distance trade, as taxpayers sold produce to raise cash. This, the imposition 
of money taxes, is one of the mechanisms by which the monetary economy 
of Roman Italy spread to other areas of the empire, in Crawford’s recent 
account; Crawford adduces also the spending power of soldiers paid in coin 
and the need of ambitious local aristocrats to raise cash to spend in Rome. 
These hypotheses force an examination of the relative importance of money 
taxes as opposed to taxes in kind, the character of the army supply system, 
the nature of army pay, the political horizons of local aristocrats and their 
strategies as landlords. In comparison with the Hopkins/Crawford model, 
we envisage a more signifi cant role for taxes and requisitions in kind in 
army supply, lower spending capacity among soldiers, who received little of 
their pay as cash (see Chapter Five), lower political horizons among local 
aristocrats (and therefore less adjustment of their economic behaviour) and, 
in general, less penetrating monetization of local economies.  12   

 A third argument  13   relates to the central issue of demand. The bulk 
movement of essential commodities beyond the local market, whether basic 
foodstuffs such as grain, wine, olive oil and salt, or other essentials such as 
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metals, wood for fuel and construction, other building materials and 
clothing, was stimulated by defi ciencies, whether natural or man- made, 
permanent or periodic. The unequal distribution of resources from one 
region to another, the regular though not precisely predictable crop failures, 
the destructive or disruptive action of men and states, generated trade. This 
argument too opens the door to wider questions: how to balance trade 
narrowly defi ned as market exchange against other forms of exchange 
(administrative trade, reciprocity), how to weigh household production (of 
textiles, for example) against local and non- local exchange (in its several 
varieties). If there is to be a way forward, then it lies in proposing models 
that revolve around large issues of this kind, and in testing them, insofar as 
is possible, against the available evidence.  

  Growth and its limits 

 So far we have been operating with an essentially static model of the Roman 
economy. It remains to ask whether the model can accommodate a measure 
of economic growth. 

 A general argument for economic growth under the Principate might run 
as follows: the accession of Augustus inaugurated an era of relatively stable 
government, the basic condition for economic recovery and expansion. The 
new regime was dedicated to the cause of civil peace and the pacifi cation of 
Rome’s enemies. The success of this policy furthered internal economic 
development, and, insofar as it expanded the territory under Roman control, 
extended the economic horizons of the empire. The settlement of substantial 
numbers of Italian soldier colonists in northern Italy and abroad promoted 
the recovery of central and southern Italy, now relieved of intense pressure 
on the land, and furthered the development of more thinly populated areas 
of the empire, particularly in the West. Augustus lacked a clear and coherent 
policy of stimulating economic expansion, but he did create the conditions 
under which economic life could fl ourish. After his reign the  pax Romana  
was by and large uninterrupted. Apart from the civil wars of 68–69 and 
192–93 and the plague of the age of Marcus Aurelius – of uncertain nature 
and effect but much less destructive than the bubonic plague of the reign of 
Justinian – the empire suffered few major calamities until the middle of the 
third century. Finally, the  pax Romana  encouraged a modest increase in 
population, which raised demand and stimulated a measure of economic 
expansion. A rising population was easily absorbed in relatively 
underpopulated territories such as north Africa, the Iberian peninsula and 
Gaul through immigration and colonization. 

 On the other side, one might question the potential of the economy for 
growth. We have seen that the economy was underdeveloped, and that most 
of the labour force was employed in agriculture and lived at subsistence 
level. The fi rst century and, even more so, the second have been considered 
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prosperous by observers ancient and modern, and for the rich few this was 
doubtless the case: they became richer. But for the vast majority of the 
population the situation was otherwise. To take agriculture, the basis of the 
economy, for subsistence farmers the margin of surplus production was 
narrow and was largely siphoned off by the imperial authorities and city- 
based landlords in taxes and rents. The workers on the larger estates, 
whether they were technically slave or free, did not share the profi ts and 
standard of living of the landowners. The rich, for their part, were consumers 
rather than investors of wealth. Technology – an important determinant of 
the economy as a whole – remained backward, preventing a major advance 
in the productivity of agriculture, and also standing in the way of an 
expansion of trade and manufacturing.  14   To take the factor of power: the 
Roman world remained largely dependent on animals and humans for its 
power. The windmill was unknown in the countryside until the eleventh 
century. The draught- horse was not employed for farm- work for lack of a 
satisfactory harness; the ox and mule were slower animals with less traction 
power. This had consequences also for land transport. It was expensive to 
haul heavy goods, among which must be counted wheat, overland, though 
one must not forget the vital importance of rivers navigable to small 
commercial boats. Sea transport was cheaper but insecure and largely 
restricted to the period from April to October. The primitiveness of 
commercial institutions and commercial law is consistent with this picture 
of a relatively small and underdeveloped ‘trading sector’.  15   Industrial 
technology, if we except the Phoenician invention of glass- blowing in the 
fi rst century  BC , registered no major advance. Traditional techniques 
remained in use. Production was in small units, methods and tools were 
simple and overheads low. The poverty of the masses restricted demand. 

 The picture can be drawn too bleakly. A failure to pursue the goal of 
higher productivity in industry or agriculture through heavy capital 
investment and economies of scale was not peculiar to the Romans. For the 
same reason it is only of limited interest that the Romans lacked the full 
legal concept of agency, double- entry bookkeeping or sophisticated credit 
and banking institutions, and merely to observe these defi ciencies does not 
help us to isolate the characteristic features of Roman underdevelopment. 
Our position is that the economy was capable of a measure of expansion, 
and is likely to have expanded, under the Principate. This is essentially a 
modest claim. Thus, for example, industry could achieve expanded output 
(not to be confused with higher productivity) merely through the 
multiplication of small producers working in isolation or in integrated 
enterprises. Where slaves were employed, as they characteristically were in 
fi rms larger than the family, for example in the Italian pottery industry, there 
is the likelihood that owners would seek higher returns through greater 
exploitation of the labour force in order to pay for the not inconsiderable 
investment that slaves represented. However, we would not claim that such 
growth as the economy experienced as a by- product of the injection of slave 



THE ROMAN EMPIRE80

labour, or in other other ways, was self- sustaining and resulted in structural 
change. The inherited framework of economic life remained largely intact. 

 The problem of documenting economic growth and gauging its 
signifi cance is particularly acute in the area of trade. An ingenious attempt 
by Hopkins to demonstrate an expansion of trade (see p.  50) revolves 
around four propositions: fi rst, the imposition of money taxes in the 
provinces by the Roman government greatly increased the volume of trade 
in the empire; secondly, levels of consumption were considerably higher in 
the Roman than pre-Roman period, at least in the West, ‘illustrated but not 
I think proven’ from artefact fi nds; thirdly, a greater incidence of shipwrecks 
shows more seaborne trade than ever before; fourthly, there was a growth 
of the supply of money such as to fi nance greater interregional trade. The 
arguments cumulatively make an impact, although singly they remain 
unsubstantiated, as is disarmingly admitted, or (as is the case with the second 
and fourth arguments), if anything, they establish that trade expanded in the 
late Republic rather than the early empire.  16   

 An alternative approach, which we favour, is to investigate the possibility 
of changes in the infrastructure of trade, in technology and commercial 
institutions, such as to point to increased activity in the trading sector. Here 
there was little signifi cant development in the period of the Principate. For 
example, in the central matter of ship construction, the late Republic and 
late empire are the main periods of innovation.  17   First, Mediterranean 
shipbuilders were already in the fi rst century  BC  constructing large ships in 
the range of 250–400 tonnes for the bulk transport of food and other 
commodities. Secondly, throughout our period, and indeed until about  AD  
400, they appear to have built merchant ships outer- shell-fi rst, a laborious 
and expensive method, instead of building them up from the internal frame, 
the skeleton method. This is particularly signifi cant in view of the fact that 
skeleton construction was known and used in the Celtic provinces. 

 The several changes in the containers by which primary products were 
carried, wine in particular, have long intrigued archaeologists. A 
developmental model, according to which each change represented an 
improvement in the ratio of contents to container and can therefore be seen 
as a technical advance with commercial implications, is over- optimistic. The 
weight, solidity and capacity of amphorae were matters of more than 
academic interest to Romans (cf. Pliny,  HN  35.161).  18   But one cannot be 
certain that technical and commercial considerations lay behind the 
abandonment over three or four decades at the end of the fi rst century  BC  of 
one Graeco-Italian amphora (or clay jar) as a main carrier of wine (the so- 
called Dressel 1) in favour of another, lighter amphora, modelled on the 
amphorae of Cos (the so- called Dressel 2–4). Again, although the introduction 
of ships that transported wine in massive jars ( dolia ) anchored in the ship- 
centre, known from the Augustan period, may be seen as a technological 
innovation, it was one that was not persisted with after what seems to have 
been an experimental phase. Finally, it is too early to say whether the wooden 
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barrel was making much of an impact, let alone replacing the jar, by the end 
of our period. As with the skeleton technique of ship construction, this was 
an innovation that might have come to the Mediterranean much earlier than 
it did, apparently the turn of the second century: the barrel was a standard 
carrier of wine and other agricultural products in the north- western 
provinces throughout the period in question.  19   

 Adaptations in the law of partnerships and agency have implications for 
the history of commerce.  20   In the case of partnership, the key question is 
whether a principal who is one of a fi rm of partners ( societas ), in contracting 
with a third party, has the standing of an independent agent or whether he 
acts for his colleagues. In Roman, as opposed to English, law, he bound 
himself only; he could recover from his partners by the action on partnership, 
but the partnership would then automatically collapse. The inconvenience 
of these rules for commercial intercourse needs no special emphasis. Major 
adjustments were made in the late Republican period affecting two kinds of 
partnership – and refl ecting their increased importance. An association of 
public contractors ( publicani ) was held to possess a quasi- corporate status; 
it had common property and a common fund at which a claim could be 
directed by a third party. Again, any member of a fi rm of bankers was liable 
to be sued over a contract entered into by one of their number. The Principate, 
however, saw only minor developments toward the generalization of the 
idea that a partner’s contracts bind his co- partners (e.g.  Digest  14.3.13.2, 
Ulpian). 

 In the matter of agency, the achievement of the imperial jurists is slightly 
more impressive. The institution of agency has a clear economic signifi cance. 
There are gains in both the speed and volume of economic exchange where 
a class of professional middlemen exists to preside over commercial 
operations. But without legal rules that create contractual obligations 
between a principal and a third party such a class cannot arise. The strict 
civil law position was and remained that no acquisition was possible through 
another person who was not in one’s power. But this rule contained an 
important qualifi cation; it left open the possibility of the employment of 
quasi- agents in the shape of family dependants, in particular slaves and 
sons, who had no independent legal capacity. There is ample evidence in the 
juristic sources for the use of slaves in particular in business on behalf of 
their masters. But the range of commercial operations was widened by the 
introduction of additional remedies ( actiones adiecticiae qualitatis ) that 
made a principal liable for the debts of his business manager or ship’s 
captain, where the representative was acting within the terms of his 
commission. The so- called ‘institorial’ and ‘exercitorial’ actions, covering 
land- based and maritime business respectively, were probably late 
Republican innovations, and may be added to the other indices of commercial 
expansion in that period. But imperial jurists extended the concept of 
‘indirect’ agency, and therefore removed further restrictions on commercial 
operations, by broadening the category of people falling under ‘institorial’ 
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actions ( Digest  14.3.5.7, Labeo) and devising an action against a person 
who authorized a representative to carry out a particular transaction ( Digest  
14.3.19 pref; 19.1.13.25, Papinian). 

 Finally, the Principate saw no major developments in the Roman law of 
banking. The only sign that lawyers were shifting their position to take 
account of commercial realities is in the rather halting movements they 
made toward recognizing deposit banking as a specifi c institution.  Depositum  
was traditionally gratuitous; the receiver held the object on trust and 
returned it on demand. But texts of Antonine and Severan jurists recognize 
an investment account at a bank as a category of  depositum  and admit the 
payment of interest to the depositor ( Digest  16.3.28,24,26.11). 

 This brief investigation of some aspects of commercial law suggests that, 
fi rst, Roman law was capable of making adjustments to rules that inhibited 
the operation of business and trade, but was not prepared to sacrifi ce any 
major principles; and secondly, that the more striking developments, such as 
they were, did not take place in the period of the Principate, which was 
rather a period in which earlier developments were absorbed, interpreted 
and modestly extended. The legal authorities were not under great pressure 
from the ‘commercial world’ to break established traditions of economic 
behaviour. These conclusions are compatible with the hypothesis that trade 
and commerce experienced modest but not startling growth under the 
Principate. 

 Agriculture deserves special attention as the creator of the bulk of the 
empire’s wealth. A case for progress in agriculture would centre on 
developments in the West of the empire, such as the spread of vineyards in 
Gaul, the extension of olive groves in north Africa and of wheat production 
in north Gaul, south Britain and north Africa. New land was opened up, old 
land converted to new use, and particularly in wet- farming areas, improved 
techniques developed (in Gaul) or diffused (in Britain), notably in the labour- 
intensive operations of harvesting and ploughing. Agricultural slavery was 
introduced at least in pockets, creating the possibility of higher returns 
through a more complete exploitation of the work force. Foreign investment 
and immigration boosted the agrarian economy of the western provinces. 

 An additional stimulus – but also a crucial limiting factor – was provided 
by the tax demands of the central government. The interests and needs of 
the Roman government were few. Apart from war and diplomacy, its basic 
concern was to supply and fi nance the military, bureaucracy and court. 
Beyond feeding the plebs of the city of Rome, a standing obligation, the 
government committed itself to expenditure on public buildings and 
amenities for the capital city and the periodic furnishing of material aid to 
communities in times of crisis. It was the tax on agricultural land in all the 
provinces (but not Italy) which paid for the bulk of this expenditure. To the 
extent that this constituted a new demand, or surpassed the impositions of 
earlier authorities (Roman or pre-Roman), then the size of the surplus had 
to be increased in order to meet it. In addition, some change of land use was 
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forced on farmers, insofar as they had to provide the army with supplies, or 
alternatively, in areas lacking a substantial military garrison, produce goods 
that they could sell to raise money- taxes. This was exploitation, and in 
aggregate exceeded anything witnessed previously in the Mediterranean 
world. The main countervailing factor was the opportunity for profi t 
provided by the existence, and for some farmers and traders the accessibility, 
of those large and stable groups of consumers, the residents of Rome and 
the frontier legions. Of all the commodities needed by inhabitants of Rome, 
only grain was provided and distributed by the state for most of our period, 
and, what is more, in insuffi cient quantities to feed the total population of 
the city. Moreover, the frontier army was not entirely provided for by means 
of tax or requisitions, compulsory and unpaid for, exacted far away or close 
at hand.  21   

 Urban populations throughout the empire formed additional, multiple, 
focal points of consumer demand. The period of the Principate saw urban 
growth, for example in the Spanish and African provinces, and this may be 
taken as an index of the economic development of the countryside. A large 
number of non- productive consumers were supported by increased food 
production. The city was the seat of social, legal and religious amenities, the 
centre for the processing of primary products and the production of craft 
goods, and the market centre for the sale and distribution of locally produced 
and imported commodities. These constructive functions of the city have to 
be set against its fundamentally exploitative role: it was the city which as the 
agent of central government supervised the taxation system, adding its own 
burdens on the rural population in the form of fi nancial demands and 
personal labour services. It was the city to which the fl ow of rural rents was 
directed, in its function as the base and consumption centre of the large 
landowners. There was no radical readjustment of the priorities of the urban 
elites away from the traditional goals of conspicuous consumption, social 
status and political honour toward profi table investment.  22   

 The character and scale of the demands of central and local government, 
and the opportunities for production for and sale in a sizeable market, 
varied spatially and over time. The reactions of rural populations were 
similarly diverse. Intensifi cation (through extension of the cultivated area, 
shortening of fallow, higher labour input) and specialization (in particular, 
higher investment in cash crops) were more widespread responses than 
technological innovation to external demands and market conditions. The 
Romans in north Africa built on indigenous farming techniques, even in the 
vital area of water conservation and utilization.  23   Britain under the Principate 
is now thought to have witnessed at worst stagnation, at best the diffusion 
of techniques that had already made an initial impact on agriculture.  24   The 
large granaries, mechanical mills and exotic plants that appeared in Britain 
in our period have implications for distribution and consumption rather 
than agricultural productivity, and they were received rather than developed 
indigenously in the province. Gaul presents a contrast, at least on the surface. 
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Pliny associates with Gaul three innovations: a wheeled plough, an 
‘improved’ Gallic scythe for haymaking and a harvesting machine for grain 
(known also from sculptured relief and a description in the late imperial 
writer Palladius).  25   It is tempting to associate these developments, the impact 
of which cannot be properly measured, with the administrative reorganization 
of the Gallic provinces by Augustus, the concentration of a very substantial 
legionary garrison in the North, and the expansion of urbanization. By the 
same token, the emergence of plough coulters and asymmetrical ploughshares 
in Britain in the third century might refl ect Rome’s use of the province from 
this period as a granary for the Rhine armies. It would be consistent with 
this analysis to attribute the comparatively sluggish development of British 
agriculture in the fi rst two centuries of the empire to lower demands on 
cultivators in that province on the part of the resident army, the civil 
administration and the few and modest urban centres. But the prudent 
course, given the quality of the evidence, is to avoid exaggerating either the 
moribund state of British agriculture or the impact of technological 
innovation in Gaul. 

 It remains to consider the effect of the city of Rome itself on agricultural 
production. A city of one million people could only have grown so big, and 
remained so big, by drawing on the resources of the whole empire. It is 
customary, and accurate, to view the western provinces as the main suppliers 
of Rome (leaving aside grain- rich Egypt): African and Sicilian grain, Gallic 
wine, African oil, Spanish wine and, more particularly, oil were consumed in 
quantity in Rome. Spanish oil alone came in at the rate of about four million 
kg per annum in around 55,000 amphorae, as Monte Testaccio, a hill of 
broken pottery, bears witness. The western provinces were closer to Rome 
and had made greater advances in agricultural production than the eastern 
provinces, which were already more or less completely developed, were only 
lightly garrisoned and experienced no signifi cant spread of cities.  26   Italy’s 
contribution is usually overlooked, or played down. Worse still, Italy is 
commonly held to have fallen into gradual and inexorable decline, a victim 
of provincial competition. Yet one might have expected Italy to have 
prospered in the early empire, or at least those areas of Italy well placed to 
supply the capital city, once civil war and associated dislocations (notably 
the settling of large numbers of veterans) had ended, and the countryside 
could enjoy the benefi ts of freedom from the land tax, absence of an army 
to supply or man, and a reduced rural population. These expectations are to 
some extent realized, if one studies the performance of Italy, not so much in 
cereals – though as much as 10 per cent of Rome’s grain may have come 
from Tuscany, Umbria, Campania and Apulia under the Principate – as in 
the products that Rome’s inhabitants were able to buy with the money they 
did not have to spend on grain, because of the stability and generous 
dimensions of the grain distribution system. 

 Foremost among these products was wine. Rome under Augustus needed 
more wine than ever. Italian wine producers responded in two ways, by the 
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development of popular wines, particularly in Campania and the north 
Adriatic region from Veneto to Piceno, and by the diversifi cation of  grands 
crus . The early empire was a period of modest innovations in agricultural 
technology, to judge from the rather patchy accounts of Columella and the 
elder Pliny, more particularly the latter. Thus Pliny refers to Greek- invented 
devices for raising water, such as the water wheel and pump, in his discussion 
of the irrigation of a market- garden; and he presents stages in the development 
of the lever press in some detail and with attention to chronology.  27   
Columella’s forte was arboriculture, especially viticulture. He himself 
introduced refi nements of technique (for example, an improved auger for 
bore- grafting) and as one of a new breed of provincial farmers who bought 
up farms in Italy (Iulius Graecinus, father of Agricola and composer of an 
agricultural treatise, was an earlier representative), was well informed about 
and perhaps personally involved in the importation and acclimatization of 
more productive foreign vines and other fruit- bearing trees.  28   

 This picture is clearly at odds with the thesis of Italian decline, which 
dominates the modern literature and must be treated in some detail. The 
classic formulation is that of Rostovtzeff.  29   Provincial competition caused 
the collapse of medium- sized estates where the bulk of the production of 
wine and oil for the market was located. These estates (and the small 
freeholdings, the expropriation of which continued under the empire) were 
absorbed by a few wealthy proprietors who were satisfi ed to take in a safe 
though low rent, and turned away from direct exploitation through slaves 
under a bailiff to indirect management through tenancy, from the production 
of wine and oil by ‘scientifi c’ methods to corn- growing essentially by the 
methods of peasant agriculture. This impressive edifi ce is built upon a 
number of isolated texts, mainly literary, from the period Nero-Trajan: 
Columella’s picture of a wine industry on the defensive or in the doldrums; 
Domitian’s vine edict forbidding the planting of vines in Italy and ordering 
the destruction of all or some provincial vines; Pliny the younger’s grumblings 
about the short supply of suitable tenants; the depressed condition of the 
Italian countryside as revealed by the alimentary scheme of Trajan. 

 None of this amounts to much. Around the Augustan period a change- 
around occurred as Italian wine producers unable to maintain their bulk 
exports to Gaul looked for other outlets. Columella’s treatise, as we have 
seen, refl ects these positive developments, as well as the standard, recurring 
criticisms of viticulture. As the most speculative branch of farming, viticulture 
had always been the object of hostile attention from the more cautious and 
conservative landowners. These traditional opponents were now perhaps 
joined by those farmers who had been unable to respond to changing 
conditions, who had perhaps persisted with old, unproductive vines when 
newer, more fertile provincial species were available. If provincial competition 
set back the Italian wine industry in this period, it was in this very limited 
way, rather than by displacing Italian wine from the market of Rome, which 
was more or less insatiable. 
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 Again, the edict of Domitian (or rather edicts, since a late author alludes 
to a second edict which prohibited the planting of vines within city 
boundaries) does not indicate a downturn in the fortunes of Italian 
viticulture.  30   Suetonius provides a context for Domitian’s extraordinary 
attack on wine production: there was a shortfall in cereals that coincided 
with a bumper wine harvest. That is all that a fi rst reading of the sources 
entitles us to infer, apart from the fact that the edict was discriminatory 
against provincial vine- growers; but this is what one might have predicted 
in view of the still privileged position of Italy in the empire. It is a quite 
different, and implausible, claim that the edict was a protectionist measure 
designed to support a fl agging wine industry in Italy. A brilliant piece of 
deduction by the leading historian of Italian viticulture invites us to deepen 
the analysis. There was a short- lived crisis in the wine industry of central 
Tyrrhenian Italy in the last years of the fi rst century. It was a crisis of 
overproduction following a period of underproduction. The eruption of 
Vesuvius on 24 August, 79, had wiped out at a stroke the vineyards extending 
from the foot of Vesuvius to Pompeii, Stabiae and Nuceria; but, as the 
amphorae remains have established, this branch of the Italian wine industry 
met a very signifi cant proportion of Rome’s needs, especially in the area of 
popular wine. The planting of new vines (in intramural areas of cities too, as 
Domitian knew or was to discover) was successful but uncontrolled; it was 
bad luck for the growers concerned that an excellent year for grapes 
coincided with a poor year for cereals. The edict represents the impulsive 
reaction of an emperor who knew from the experiences of each of his 
predecessors, if not yet from his own, the political dangers involved in 
permitting his subjects, in particular the plebs of Rome, to go hungry. But in 
addition to popular pressure, Domitian might have been offerred the not- 
disinterested advice of large landowners worried by the prospect of losing 
their share of urban markets to the new growers. 

 So far we have found no evidence of a structural crisis in the wine industry 
or in Italian agriculture in general. The missing pieces are not provided by 
the complaints of a landowner about his tenant- farmers (e.g. Pliny,  Ep.  
9.37), which might belong to any age, or by the scheme of the paternalistic 
emperor Trajan for feeding the children of country towns in Italy, not in 
itself evidence for worsening conditions in the countryside or for recent 
population decline. 

 The decline thesis has been restated, with great energy and power, and 
with new arguments, by a group of Italian scholars led by Carandini.  31   In 
this version it is a crisis thesis, involving the collapse of the ‘slave mode of 
production’, as practised above all in the setting of the large villas of central 
and southern Italy. Since wine production was the main specialist concern of 
these enterprises, the debate still revolves around the historical development 
of the Italian wine industry. But whereas the classic statement of the decline 
thesis is made in terms of mainly literary sources – and an earlier statement 
of the crisis thesis by the Russian scholar Staerman depends upon literary, 
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juridical and epigraphic sources – now arguments drawn from archaeology 
are employed. One argument treats the sharp downturn in the Trajanic 
period of amphorae of types Dressel 2–4, the main carriers of Italian wine 
in the fi rst century, as evidence for the collapse of Italian viticulture. Another 
fi nds confi rmatory evidence in villa decay and abandonment in the area that 
was formerly the centre of speculative wine production and of the ‘slave 
mode of production’, central Italy from Etruria to Campania. 

 One problem is that the two phenomena are correlated in only a limited 
way. Only in maritime Etruria, in the area between Monte Argentario and 
Pyrgi, is there a chronological coincidence between the decadence of villas 
and the disappearance of Dressel 2–4. The dilemma is not resolved by a 
chronological extension of the period of crisis. Apart from throwing doubt 
on the appropriateness of the term ‘crisis’, this leads to confusion: did the 
crisis cover the century from the mid- second century to the mid- third 
(Staerman), or the second century from Trajan to Commodus (Carandini) or 
the whole period from Augustus to Severus (Carandini again)? 

 Again, the archaeological arguments raise doubts. The sudden reduction 
in the numbers of Dressel 2–4 might mean simply that these amphora types 
were replaced by other carriers yet to be identifi ed, just as Dressel 2–4 had 
supplanted the heavier Dressel 1 in the last decades of the fi rst century  BC . 
This is not altogether an argument from silence. Some literary references 
indicate that the better quality Italian wines continued to sell well in Rome 
and elsewhere, and that they were still carried in (unidentifi ed) amphorae. It 
is worth emphasizing that Italian products bypassing Ostia, because they 
came to Rome overland or by river, leave no archaeological record in any 
period. Secondly, villas did not decay at the same time or universally. (They 
continued, incidentally, in Spanish Tarraconensis, which apparently found a 
suitable replacement for Dressel 2–4 in the container Gallic 5.) In maritime 
southern Etruria the villas had decayed by the Antonine period, but further 
inland not till the early third century; similarly they were still in operation 
in third- century Latium near Rome, in the  ager Falernus , along the Adriatic 
coast and in south Italy (where they survived, in small numbers as ever, into 
the fourth century at least). The cycle of growth, prosperity and decay – 
which affected other types of agricultural exploitation as well as the 
medium- sized slave- staffed estate – was differently paced between and 
within regions. 

 The present state of the evidence means, therefore, that it is impossible to 
provide a fi rm chronological setting or a convincing socio- economic context 
for structural change of the kind that has been posited. The wine industry as 
far as we know was forced to make one major reorientation, and only one, 
between the inauguration of the fi rst emperor and the middle of the third 
century, a period of prolonged political instability, constant civil and foreign 
warfare, and reduced markets. This was right at the beginning of the period, 
when the slave- staffed villas, which had fl ourished especially in central 
Tyrrhenian Italy on the remarkable export trade in wine to Gaul, had to fi nd 
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other outlets when that trade petered out. Rome, hardly neglected by Italian 
wine producers in the late Republic, a period of rapid population growth, 
was an even better customer at the beginning of the Principate. 

 Rome, as far as we know, remained a city of around one million people 
at least until the second half of the second century. Provincial products 
poured in. Agricultural writers led the chorus of ritual complaint, but it 
must have been obvious to all that Italy with Rome in its midst could not be 
self- suffi cient in the main products, let alone the luxury items required by 
the elite. On the other hand, it is diffi cult to believe that Italian farmers, 
those with easy access to Rome by river, sea or land, ever lost their share of 
the huge market provided by the capital city, whatever the quality of their 
products. Rome must always have absorbed most of whatever surplus 
remained, whether of wine or of some other product, after local and regional 
needs had been satisfi ed. 

 The period of the Principate, then, saw in the fi rst place the expansion of 
provincial agriculture especially in the West. To be sure, this was partly a 
consequence of public policies, and the fruits were tapped by successive 
Roman governments in the form of taxes and rents, and more directly 
through the extension of imperial landholdings outside Italy. Secondly, it 
saw a period of recovery followed by moderate prosperity in Italy, for 
example in the northern provinces from Lombardy to Histria, in the central 
areas of Umbria and inland Tuscany and in Campania and parts of Latium. 
Our sources for provincial agriculture are of course very limited, and 
archaeology does not and cannot fi ll the gaps in our knowledge left by 
literature. The treatise on agriculture that survives from the period, that of 
Columella, is Italy- centred, but by no means presents a full and accurate 
picture of the state of agriculture in Italy in the middle of the fi rst century. 
The evidence that we have, however, is compatible with the hypothesis that 
in at least some areas of the agricultural economy of Italy and the provinces, 
step- by-step advances in techniques and knowledge were made, better crop- 
combinations and seed selections were practised, more effi cient units of 
exploitation were arrived at and labour was more effectively utilized. Such 
changes represented progress, but within limits: they are consistent with a 
rise in productivity, but one of only modest dimensions. From a comparative 
perspective, that is to say, set against historical periods that saw major 
technological breakthroughs, the period of the Principate deserves to be 
categorized as one of relative stagnation.  

  ADDENDUM 

 A reasonable question to ask of our chapter title is: an ‘underdeveloped economy’ in 
comparison with what? The debate over how far the Roman economy developed has 
continued over the past twenty- fi ve years without decisive resolution, but the range 
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of views has narrowed with the accumulation of archaeological studies and the 
application of modern economic theory. It is now broadly recognized that to cast the 
debate in terms of ‘autarkic primitivism’ versus ‘modernism’ obscures more than it 
illuminates (after all, no one self- identifi es as part of either camp). Furthermore, to 
characterize the imperial economy as having enjoyed ‘signifi cant growth’ or 
‘signifi cant trade’ begs for more precision through comparisons with economic 
development in other periods and places (Saller 2002). 

 Recent works addressing a broad range of issues in Roman economic history 
include: the  Cambridge Economic History of the Greco-Roman World  (Scheidel, 
Morris and Saller 2007), usefully supplemented by Scheidel (2012), a series of 
volumes from the Oxford Roman Economy Project (Bowman and Wilson 2009, 
2011, 2013) and a series of conference volumes edited by Lo Cascio (2003, 2006, 
2009). 

 Efforts to estimate the total economic production of the Roman empire have been 
made by Goldsmith (1984), Hopkins (1995/96), Maddison (2007), Scheidel and 
Friesen (2009), and Temin (2013). Some scholars argue that in the absence of 
statistics such macroeconomic estimates are not well founded (Bowman and Wilson 
2009). The standard of living of the residents of the empire has been analyzed 
optimistically by Jongman (2007) and Kron (2012), and more realistically by 
Rathbone (2009), Allen (2009), Harris (2011) and Scheidel (2012). 

 Approaches and methods continue to be debated with Finley’s  Ancient Economy  
as the starting point (Morris 1994, 1999). More explicit attention has been devoted 
recently to possible causes of growth and its limits (Hopkins 1995/96, Saller 2002, 
Scheidel 2009a, Wilson 2009, Harris 2011, Temin 2013). The most- discussed causes 
are trade (‘Smithian growth’), technological improvements, and institutions. For the 
‘cabotage’ model of trade and connectivity in the Mediterranean, see Horden and 
Purcell (2000); also on trade, Peacock and Williams (1986), Woolf (1992), Morley 
(2007 a and b), Bang (2007, 2008), Tchernia (2011), Wilson and Bowman 
(forthcoming), and on trade with India, Rathbone (2000). Parker (1992) provides 
the fundamental treatment of Roman shipwrecks. Rathbone (2003) analyzes the 
cost of shipbuilding. Much debate has swirled around Finley’s assertion that the 
Roman Empire was not an integrated market: in favour of integration see Temin 
(2001) and Kessler and Temin (2008), effectively critiqued by Bransbourg (2012). 
Fulford (2009) suggests a more limited integration of coastal cities. Scheidel’s ORBIS 
now provides a remarkable online tool for estimating travel times and transportation 
costs around the empire. De Ligt (1993) and Frayn (1993) study fairs and markets. 

 Finley’s (1965) view of slow, incremental technological progress has been 
challenged by Greene (2000) and Wilson (2002). Schneider (2007) and Pleket (2006) 
offer balanced assessments; Zelener (2006) highlights the issue of turning better 
technology into higher productivity. Oleson (2008) provides a reference work on 
ancient engineering and technology. A key issue in economic performance is how 
successfully the Romans harnessed non- somatic sources of energy: see Wikander 
(1984, 2008) on water- mills and Wilson (2002). Smil (2010) offers a more modest 
assessment of the impact of non- somatic energy sources on the Roman economy. For 
maritime technology see Harris and Iara (2011); for food technology, Curtis (2001); 
for fi sh processing, Wilson (2006a) and Marzano (2013b); for construction 
technology, Wilson (2006b). 

 Prompted by D. North (1990), ancient historians have increasingly devoted 
attention to the institutional context of economic behavior and the extent to which 
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it promoted growth: see especially Frier and Kehoe (2007), Lo Cascio (2007), and 
Kehoe (1997). Hopkins (1995/6) elaborated his earlier model of imperial taxes 
stimulating trade and growth; for a new assessment of the contribution of various 
types of taxes see Scheidel (forthcoming). Legal institutions regulating guardianship 
have not received due attention in view of the demographic reality that a large share 
of the property was owned by children under the age of full legal capacity and 
women: Saller (1994, 2007), Kehoe (2013). Aubert (1994) examines the role of 
managers and the law of agency. On the general absence of corporations in Roman 
law, see Malmendier (2005). Laws regulating banking and the issuance of coinage 
promoted economic activity, though to what degree is a matter of debate: Howgego 
(1992, 1994, 1995), Duncan-Jones (1994), Harl (1996), Andreau (1999), Harris 
(2006, 2008), Rathbone and Temin (2008), Temin (2013). 

 As a fundamentally agrarian economy, the empire’s economic growth was related 
to demographic growth or decline and urbanization. Frier (2000) and Scheidel 
(2007a) offer broad demographic estimates of the empire’s population; Lo Cascio 
and Malanima (2005) argue for a higher estimate, but Fentress (2009) and De Ligt 
(2012) use archaeological evidence of settlements to support lower estimates. The 
economic consequences of high mortality, especially the shock of the Antonine 
plague, have received attention: Duncan-Jones (1996), Scheidel (2002), Lo Cascio 
(2012) for the impact of the plague. For malaria and other recurrent infectious 
diseases, see the important work of Sallares (2002), and also Scobie (1986), Shaw 
(1996), and Scheidel (1996a, 2001). 

 The relatively high level of urbanization in the empire had both positive and 
negative effects on economic growth. Cities promoted growth through differentiation 
and specialization of labor: Lo Cascio (2009), Bowman and Wilson (2011), Erdkamp 
(2012); cities facilitated the development of human capital through formal education 
and informal exchange of skills, but also exacerbated the negative impact of 
infectious diseases (Saller 2012). The impact of Rome as the ruling megalopolis is the 
subject of Morley (1996). 

 Archaeological and other sources have led to a better understanding of the urban 
craft economy: Mattingly and Salmon (2001), Wilson (2002), and now Hawkins 
(2012) on dis- integration of craft production. See Verboven (2007) for collegia. 

 The issue of whether cities of the empire should be considered ‘consumer cities’ 
has stimulated persistent debate. For an important clarifi cation, see Erdkamp (2001). 
Jongman (1988) provides a detailed study of the economy of Pompeii. 

 The Roman Empire comprised many regions with varied economies. Italy is 
generally thought to have been the wealthiest as a legacy of imperial conquest: Bang 
(2012) is a salutary reminder of the exploitative power that benefi tted Italy. A 
summary of regional developments is offered by Leveau (2007) for the western 
empire, Alcock (2007) for the eastern empire, and Rathbone (2007) for Roman 
Egypt. The availability of raw materials naturally varied by region, and the 
monumental grandeur of Roman cities depended on transporting the marble and 
other materials to the sites of construction: see Fant (1988, 1989, 1993), Hirt (2010), 
and Wilson (2012). For mining and metals, Wilson (2007) and Domergue (2008).     



     The younger Pliny, a Roman senator originally from Como in north 
Italy, wrote to a friend that his investments were almost entirely in rural 
property ( Ep.  3.19). Many or most senators would have been similarly 
placed, especially those who like Pliny were not among the most wealthy 
and who were not from Rome itself or its environs. Pliny is thought to 
have been worth about 20 million sesterces, but fortunes twenty times 
more substantial are known from the early Principate. Pliny’s fortune 
was itself twenty times larger than the minimum property qualifi cation 
for the Roman senate, one million sesterces. There must have been 
a considerable number of men in Italy and the provinces who had the 
basic census requirement for senatorial membership but never became 
senators.  1   

 This chapter proceeds from the premiss that land was the basis of the 
personal fortunes of the rich and of the wealth of the empire to examine 
patterns of landholding, the spatial distribution of estates, their internal 
structure, management and labour strategies, the  mentalité  of large 
landowners, the existence and viability of subsistence farming and the 
productivity of agriculture. The discussion is Italy- centred because detailed 
evidence for provincial agriculture is lacking; trends such as the extension of 
arable and the wider diffusion of cereals, vines and olives are treated in 
another section (see Chapter Five).  

  Geographical distribution of property 

 We envisage three broad types of property disposition among the wealthy, 
which roughly correspond with the three categories of landowners outlined 
above:

    1    Local gentry held their land more or less entirely in their region of 
origin.  

                 6 
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   2    Middle- ranking senators and equestrians of municipal background 
had, on top of their local estates, one or more additional centres of 
property.  

   3    The richest members of the Roman elite possessed a complex of 
properties in Italy and abroad.    

 One could attain the basic senatorial census by building up holdings simply in 
the territory of one’s place of origin, and many men of limited ambition did so. 
Two examples will suffi ce, one from the late Republic, the other from the early 
empire. First, Sextus Roscius, whose son was a client of Cicero, owned land 
worth six million sesterces at Ameria in the Tiber valley in the time of Sulla. 
Secondly, the so- called alimentary inscription documenting the poor relief 
scheme provided by the emperor Trajan for Veleia, a town in the hills above 
Piacenza (Placentia) in Emilia, shows three estates falling within the city 
territory of about the minimum senatorial census.  2   There may have been 
others unrecorded of the same type, in addition to estates of the requisite value 
that fl owed over into the territories of the adjacent cities of Piacenza, Parma 
and Luca. Veleia too, though merely an obscure hill town, attracted capital 
from the neighbouring rich, mainly from Piacenza, in particular because of its 
ample pasturage ( saltus ). Few of the local magnates concerned, if they were 
indeed only local magnates, would have owned property much further afi eld.  3   

 In contrast, Pliny came into possession of a property worth perhaps 
7 million sesterces a good way from Como, at Tifernum Tiberinum in 
Umbria. A letter ( Ep.  3.19) shows him on the point of purchasing a farm 
probably adjoining that estate for 3 million sesterces (reduced from 
5 million). This was all in addition to estates inherited from both parents 
and other properties at Como, and various non- productive properties, i.e. 
houses, on Lake Como, at Laurentium near Rome and at Rome itself on the 
Esquiline. Among men of equestrian standing from Como who acquired 
property elsewhere can be named the elder Pliny, uncle of the younger Pliny, 
if as seems likely it was he who acquired the Umbrian property and later 
transmitted it to his nephew and heir; and Calpurnius Fabatus, the father of 
Pliny’s third wife, a landowner in Campania and Ameria as well as Como. 
The productive property of Pompeia Celerina, mother of Pliny’s second wife, 
was divided among three towns on the via Flaminia (Ocriculum, Narnia, 
Carsulae) and Perusia further north, and may represent part of a more 
extensive senatorial estate with a nucleus somewhere in Tuscany or Umbria.  4   

 The extension of the landed interests of former municipal magnates was 
a natural consequence of their social and political promotion. In this respect 
there was little difference between a man like Pliny from the backblocks of 
Italy, and someone of provincial origin who entered the Roman elite. 
Provincial senators inevitably acquired Italian land, in the fi rst instance 
somewhere handy for the capital and on a relatively small scale. Trajan 
directed them to increase their stake in Italy to one third of their fortune, but 
half a century later this was reduced by Marcus Aurelius to one quarter.  5   
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 The wealth of Pliny and his circle, and of the average provincial senator, 
was relatively modest, and the geographical spread of their investments 
limited. Wealth of a different order, differently distributed, is revealed by the 
elder Pliny’s reference to the six men who ‘owned half of Africa’, and whose 
estates, once confi scated by the emperor Nero, formed the basis of the vast 
imperial  saltus  in that area ( HN  18.35); or by Seneca’s characterization of 
the archetypal rich man (and as the owner of 300 million sesterces Seneca 
could write with authority) who, among other things, ‘farms land in all the 
provinces’ ( Ep. 87.7). The requisite information is not available, but one 
would expect senatorial provincial investment to have been centred on the 
western part of the empire, which fell easy prey to foreign capital under the 
early Principate, rather than the economically developed, urbanized and 
sophisticated East. There is none the less evidence of Roman senatorial 
property in the East, for example in Macedonia and Asia, in the estates of Q. 
Pompeius and Rubellius Plautus, respectively. The ‘Romans’ who are attested 
as payers of a land- tax in an inscription from Messene probably belonging 
to the early empire may not have been of high status, even though their total 
payment was considerable. They are best seen as representatives of the quite 
substantial class of enterprising but relatively low- status Italians who had 
been economically active in the eastern (and western) provinces since the 
late Republic. Egypt was a special case, as the emperor’s private domain to 
which Roman senators and other high offi cials were denied access. Members 
of the imperial family, and the closest associates of emperors (such as 
Maecenas, Pallas and Seneca) were granted the income of individual estates 
without, however, acquiring ownership.  6    

  Property size 

 Seneca, Pliny and Columella deplore the existence of huge properties. The 
term  latifundium  appears in the literary sources precisely in their period, the 
mid- fi rst century  AD . There has been no conceptual innovation: Varro wrote 
a century earlier of a great estate ( latus fundus ) owned by a rich man 
(1.16.4). His tone is neutral. In contrast, for the later writers  latifundia  
symbolized the degeneracy of Italy or rich Romans. Their disapproval was 
moral.  Latifundia  are associated in their works with gangs of chained slaves, 
often with criminal records, and in Columella (though he does not use the 
term) with the downgrading of free citizens into a state of dependency akin 
to debt- bondage.  7   

 But what was a  latifundium ? No defi nition or technical discussion 
survives. The agronomists proper avoided the term and even the phenomenon, 
outside the preface of Columella. The elder Pliny wrote that 1,300,000 
sesterces would buy a  latifundium  ( HN  13.92), but this is the most casual 
suggestion and only confuses the issue. By that criterion, the younger Pliny, 
not to mention the elder Pliny himself, the source of much of his nephew’s 
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property, become  latifondisti  several times over. It is hardly surprising, then, 
that modern accounts do not coincide. On the one hand, the ‘ranch’, on 
which livestock- raising on a large scale was carried on, and the extensive 
cereal farm (best- known from north Africa and Sicily, but also posited for 
Italy), are both termed  latifundia ; on the other hand, the term is sometimes 
used loosely for the conglomeration of scattered properties of more moderate 
size that are thought to have commonly constituted a senator’s estate – 
roughly in the range of the ‘model’ farms of the agricultural writers (200 
iugera or 50 hectares for an arable farm, 100 iugera or 25 hectares for a 
vineyard, 240 iugera or 60 hectares for an oliveyard), or larger. 

 If Seneca and Columella were attacking a real contemporary phenomenon, 
in however rhetorical and exaggerated a fashion, their criticism appears to 
have been directed chiefl y at individuals who had in their hands vast tracts 
of arable, some of which had been allowed to degenerate into pasture land. 
It is hard to fi nd convincing specimens among known landowners. Of 
two examples of extreme wealth cited by the elder Pliny, one is not apposite. 
L. Tarius Rufus, an admiral of Augustus, invested and lost 100 million 
sesterces in land in the region of Picenum ( HN  18.37). We are not told the 
quantity and quality of the land purchased, but wine- jars bearing his name 
have been found. If most of the land was under vines, then Pliny’s cautionary 
tale, otherwise obscure, becomes comprehensible. This was a case of 
someone who sank all his money in a risky investment in one corner of Italy, 
and suffered bad fortune predictably and deservedly in consequence. Pliny’s 
other example is a more appropriate target of abuse from critics of huge 
estates. C. Caecilius Isidorus, a freedman who was probably an heir of the 
great Republican family the Metelli, owned or leased, among other things, a 
vast area of arable and pasturage. On his death in 8  BC , Isidorus bequeathed 
3,600 pairs of oxen, 257,000 other stock and 4,116 slaves, plus 60 million 
sesterces in cash ( HN  33.135).  8   

 It is highly improbable that there were many  latifondisti  who specialized 
in animal husbandry on anything like the scale of Isidorus. Extensive 
livestock- raising in a Mediterranean setting required access to, though not 
necessarily ownership of, a large amount of grazing land and in contrasting 
climatic zones, broadly, mountain and plain. Long- range transhumant 
pastoralism, which is fi rst directly attested in Varro, is likely to have ‘taken 
off’ in Italy, in particular on the Puglia-Abruzzi route, more than a century 
earlier, when victory in war and confi scations had given the Roman state 
control over the whole of central and southern Italy. Varro himself owned 
land at both ends of this transhumant route. Yet his own 800 sheep, and his 
failure to cite another, larger fl ock (he mentions one of 700), suggests that 
even long- range pastoralism was practised for the most part on a relatively 
modest scale in his period. There is an absence of data for the Principate, but 
any attempt to swell measurably the signifi cance of the industry under the 
empire is likely to founder on the economic argument of limited demand for 
the products of pastoralism. The Aragonese Dogana of the medieval and 
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early modern period, with its millions of sheep, drove- trails ( tratturi ) of up 
to 111 metres in width, handsome revenues for the government and large 
export market, operated in a different world.  9   

 We are left with the supposition that the property of most wealthy men 
was not concentrated into vast estates, but made up of a number of scattered 
properties of smaller size. But how much smaller? It is time we questioned 
the assumption that we are dealing with properties, vast or modest in size, 
that were made up of single units and farmed as such. Tarius Rufus is likely 
to have farmed not one integrated  latifundium  but a confi guration of 
property in the same general area, especially if he specialized in viticulture: 
vineyards were generally of modest dimensions. The father of Cicero’s client 
Roscius had 6 million sesterces invested in not one, but thirteen farms, all in 
one region but not necessarily contiguous. 

 In the case of Pliny’s estates, we may distinguish between a stable nucleus 
comprising the ancestral properties and, circulating around it, a mobile 
band of property, consisting of major inheritances, smaller legacies – for 
example, 5/12 of an estate ( Ep. 7.11) – purchases, sales and gifts, including a 
small property ( agellus ) worth 100,000 sesterces made over to his nurse. 
This is the lowest rated property attested in Pliny’s possession. It is also the 
only property clearly represented as one single farm ( Ep. 6.3). Pliny regularly 
writes of a plurality of tenants ( coloni,  often called simply  rustici ) when 
referring to both his Transpadane and Umbrian properties, and this makes 
one suspect that the operational units were multiple. 

 The core of Pliny’s properties, and the original basis of his wealth, were 
those inherited from his father and mother. Pliny tells us nothing about the 
structure of these properties, but we do hear that they were deliberately 
exempted from dismemberment during his lifetime ( Ep. 7.11). This means 
that unless they were subjected to large- scale internal reorganization, of 
which there is no hint in the  Letters,  they retained essentially the shape they 
had had before the family became senatorial. Our hypothesis is that these 
estates consisted of numerous farms which were operated, if not managed, 
separately, and which, in terms of their individual areas, covered a wide 
spectrum, extending both well above and well below the optimum range 
recommended by the agricultural writers. This case is based on an excellent 
source for the size and distribution of properties among the most prominent 
members of a local landowning class, the alimentary inscription from Veleia. 

 The Veleia inscription prompts six observations. First, property at Veleia 
was extremely fragmented. The three sets of proprietors who declared Veleian 
land worth around the senatorial census, Mommeius Persicus, Coelius Verus 
and the brothers Annii, had 35, 26 and 13 properties respectively.  10   

 Secondly, the bulk of the properties were of small or modest size. Persicus 
owned 34 farms in the range of 8,000–85,000 sesterces. 

 Thirdly, there was commonly one substantial property that overshadowed 
the rest. The brothers Annii were unusual in having had three properties 
valued in the range 100,000–178,000 sesterces in addition to pasture land 
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( saltus ) worth 350,000. The only single substantial properties owned by 
Coelius Verus and Mommeius Persicus were, respectively, a  saltus  worth 
350,000 sesterces (formerly integrated with that of the brothers Annii and a 
portion in the hands of the city of Luca), and the farm ( fundus ) called 
 Carbardiacus vetus  worth 210,000 sesterces. 

 Fourthly, when we look at the way small farms relate to large, we fi nd 
that the element of random scattering is minimal.  11   Mommeius Persicus was 
largely in Ambitrebius, the parish covering the hill country on both sides of 
the lower Trebbia valley before it reaches the plain. He was the owner of 
more than 60 per cent of the property declared in the parish, and despite the 
evident existence of a number of landowners who appear on the inscription 
only as neighbours, was patently the largest single proprietor in the parish. 
Much of his land must have been held in a bloc or blocs. The distribution of 
the holdings of the Annii and of Coelius Verus was less concentrated but still 
far from chaotic. Their holdings in  saltus  in the upland zone where Veleia 
confronts Luca were together worth almost one million sesterces. Linked 
with the  saltus  were several farms (11 between them) overlapping several 
parishes (as did the  saltus ), which brought their holdings in the area to 
800,000 and 600,000 sesterces respectively, or around 4/5 and 3/5 of the 
total value of their holdings. 

 Fifthly, over time, landowners had acted not only to limit the geographical 
distribution of their properties, but also to reduce the number of units 
of management and operation. Three factors invite this inference: the 
declaration and evaluation of single units of  fundi  (farms) rather than the 
more normal  fundus,  a phenomenon especially pronounced in the declaration 
of the Annii; the contiguity that is demonstrable or that can be plausibly 
inferred between individual holdings, notably within the estate of Mommeius 
Persicus; and perhaps also the multiple names of very many farms. 

 Sixthly, we note the contrasting phenomenon of the splitting up of 
property – Mommeius Persicus declared no fewer than nine properties that 
are identifi ed as fractions (usually half) of farms. The estates of the rich were 
both swelled and reduced by this process of fragmentation, a product of 
inheritance and marriage customs and the operation of economic forces. 
With each succeeding generation the battle between the contrary tendencies 
toward integration and disintegration was joined anew. 

 Among the other estates declared at Veleia, the others worth at least 
200,000 sesterces (the qualifi cation for jury service at Rome, twice the 
qualifi cation for the local council, half that for equestrian status) reveal 
essentially the same pattern.  12   The estates are characteristically made up of 
many holdings, they are small or modest in size, and one (lying in the range 
94,000–150,000 sesterces) is considerably more substantial than the rest. 
Again, it is common to fi nd a number of close- knit estates built around one 
consolidated farm in a single parish: thus, Cn. Antonius Priscus in Domitius, 
Virius Nepos and Dellius Proculus in Iunonius, C. Calidius Proculus in 
Albensis. The estate of M. Antonius Priscus is different in an interesting 
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way: he has 14 properties of aggregate value 233,080 sesterces but no single 
one is worth more than 35,000. The bulk of the ancestral properties of the 
Antonii are in the hands of another member of the family, Antonia Vera (as 
dowry?), and of an outsider Q. Accaeus Aebutius Saturninus, and his own 
share of a divided inheritance consists of a series of small parcels of land. Yet 
his scraps of land are almost all in the parish of Albensis, and are commonly 
contiguous or nearly so. His is an extreme case of the concentration that 
can underlie fragmentation. In short, the holdings of the moderately rich 
and the ‘millionaires’ at Veleia conform broadly to the same pattern. What 
distinguishes the latter is their control of pasture and also their capacity to 
acquire land, considerable in aggregate, away from the area where their 
property is concentrated, and indeed outside Veleian territory altogether. 
Coelius Verus had land in Parma and Placentia, Mommeius Persicus in 
Placentia. In this they evoke comparison with a number of rich declarants at 
Veleia who appear to have held much or most of their property elsewhere 
and were probably based in Placentia or another town; predictably, they 
were interested especially, and sometimes only, in Veleian pasture land.  13   

 What relevance has the pattern of property- holding in the territory of an 
ordinary Italian town among a group of ‘middling’ landowners to the estates 
of other local elites and of the Roman elite itself? The confi guration of 
property at Veleia about the turn of the fi rst century was a product of the 
accidents of inheritance and marriage and the chance operation of economic 
forces over an extended period of time. It was not precisely reproducible 
elsewhere. Differences in terrain, climate, accessibility from major centres 
and transport routes, and population density ensured that city- territories 
would project contrasting images. However, the same forces for property 
accumulation and division were active in other Italian and non-Italian towns 
and their territories. Senatorial and equestrian property was not immune. 
The higher status, greater wealth and wider horizons of their owners need 
not have made any signifi cant difference. The property of the rich was far 
more fragmented than has been imagined, if we are thinking in terms of 
units of management and labour.  

  Management and labour 

 In no area of ancient economic history are the sources more conspicuously 
inadequate and the truth more diffi cult to grasp than in the comparative 
historical development of tenancy and slavery. What do we gain by measuring 
Columella’s coverage of tenancy against that of Varro or Cato, or the 
younger Pliny’s against Cicero’s; by juxtaposing verses of Horace and 
Martial indicating the coexistence of slavery and tenancy; or by charting the 
growth and decline of a handful of villas? 

 In matters of management and labour the propertied class had several 
options. One was the ‘slave estate’, wherein slaves made up both the 
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permanent labour force and management, and temporary labour, free or 
slave, was brought in at times of peak activity, in particular, for the harvest. 
If the landowner did not administer his estate ‘directly’ through a slave 
bailiff ( vilicus ), then he leased his land (by  locatio- conductio ). Tenancy was 
not a monochrome institution. A tenant ( colonus ) might in principle 
supervise slave- workers (cf. Columella 1.7.3; Pliny,  Ep.  9.37), provided by 
either himself or the landlord, on a property of considerable size. Such 
tenants included men of some status and means, like Verus, graciously 
thanked for taking on the farm that was Pliny’s gift to his nurse ( Ep.  6.3), or 
Rufus, the friend of the son of Calpurnius Fabatus and a possible manager 
for his country estate in Campania ( Ep.  6.30). On the other hand, a tenant 
might work a rather smaller farm himself with the aid of his family. The 
numerous farms at Veleia that were given a low capital value probably 
included a number that were worked as single economic units by small men 
on tenancies. Apart from obvious differences in length of tenancy and level 
of rent, tenancies also varied in the way rent was exacted, as a fi xed payment 
or an agreed proportion of the harvest ( métayage,  introduced by Pliny in 
place of a fi xed money rent on one of several of his properties,  Ep. 9.37).  14   

 Agricultural slavery was at its peak in the last two centuries of the 
Republic, at least in central and southern Italy. Tenancy was an accepted 
way of running rural estates in Italy of the late Republic, and was always 
dominant in some shape or form in the empire at large. The question is 
whether it is necessary to believe in a decisive swing of the pendulum away 
from slavery and toward tenancy in the heartlands of agricultural slavery in 
the early Principate.  15   

 The reduction in the numbers of slaves in agriculture, assuming that there 
was one, was a much longer and slower process than has often been imagined. 
Theories that entail a speeded- up and shortened process of change fail to 
establish their point. It used to be thought that agricultural slavery collapsed 
with the end of the era of expansion marked by the reign of the fi rst emperor, 
Augustus. As the slave supply diminished, so slave prices rose and slave 
labour became unprofi table. But the supply of slaves did not fall off 
drastically after the reign of Augustus. Wars continued, though on a reduced 
scale. The slave trade, which was well- organized and crossed the frontiers 
freely, was always an important source of slaves. There were other signifi cant 
sources, including breeding, and the exposure or sale of unwanted children. 
The argument for decline from rising slave prices is not impressive. Jones’ 
calculation on which it rests, that ‘a slave in the second century cost eight to 
ten times his annual keep as against a year or a year and a quarter’s keep in 
fourth- century Athens’, is based on inadequate and misleading data. In any 
case, if all the available literary evidence is marshalled, then the case for the 
survival of slaves in numbers throughout the period of the Principate seems 
established. The implication of the legal sources that slavery was important 
in Italian agriculture in the second and early third centuries is worth stressing. 
There is no sign that slaves could only be afforded by the very rich.  16   
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 It has been proposed that there was a crisis in agricultural (and industrial) 
slavery at some point in the second century, to be explained in terms of a 
structural defect in the ‘slave mode of production’.  17   This is presented as 
a problem of supervision, brought on or aggravated by a supposed 
transformation of medium- sized properties into  latifundia  on which larger 
slave staffs were employed. The problem was solved by the widespread 
division of the large estates into tenancies controlled by freedmen and 
promoted slaves (the so- called  quasi- coloni  of the juristic texts). This 
reconstruction founders on the evidence for the survival of slaves in the 
Italian countryside in and beyond the ‘period of crisis’. Even supposing 
it were agreed that the ‘slave estate’ disintegrated, and that the specialist 
wine production that was its hallmark came to a halt in this period (both 
assertions might be contested), then slaves must have been redeployed 
without change of status into other forms of rural production. This is 
not at all problematic. Leaving aside the traditional use of slaves in 
familial farming units, slaves were employed in enterprises devoted to 
livestock- raising and cereal production by rich Italians before the ‘Catonian’ 
slave estate evolved. As to the solution that is proposed to the ‘crisis’, we 
should think twice before accepting, without evidence, that large- scale 
parcelling of property took place in the second half of our period, whether 
because of a crisis in the supply or management of slaves or for some other 
reason. 

 Finally, we may briefl y mention the theory that changing economic 
attitudes among landowners produced a swing toward tenancy in the early 
Principate. This argument rests on the ephemeral basis of two assumptions, 
that landowners were less interested in their estates under the Principate 
than under the Republic, and that the less interested a landowner was in his 
estate the more likely he was to turn to tenancy. But at least the thesis raises 
questions that we have not yet considered about the attitudes of landowners 
to their rural investments.  18    

  Attitudes 

 What, if anything, can be divined about the economic attitudes of men of 
property from the way their estates were structured, managed and worked? 
The normal view, powerfully advocated by Finley above all, is that the social 
and political value placed on land investment hampered the development of 
economic concepts and institutions in antiquity. Landowners had a strictly 
limited notion of profi t and how to seek it, and a gravely defective method 
of calculating it (as illustrated by Columella’s attempt to demonstrate the 
profi tability of viticulture). In general, they were held in bondage by a value 
system that emphasized consumption rather than productive investment.  19   

 The case of Pliny, recorded in the act of purchasing property, is pertinent, 
since the property in question adjoined his existing estate in Tifernum 
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Tiberinum ( Ep. 3.19). Pliny displays some proto- economic thinking. He is 
aware of the vulnerability of a large property in a single climatic zone, and 
he knows and can appreciate the savings that will accrue from employing 
one bailiff/manager rather than two, and having to keep up only one 
farmhouse to the standard required of a senatorial proprietor. Even if certain 
economies in the use of farm equipment and farm labour follow more or less 
automatically from a unifi ed management of the two properties, one is left 
with the impression that Pliny was not much exercised over these matters, 
and that more non- economic factors, including aesthetic considerations, 
dictated his decision. 

 When Pliny bought the property, he was an established senator, his 
fi nancial situation was stable, his political position secure. It does not 
follow that all landowners at all times shared his casual approach to 
economic matters. His uncle was of conservative inclinations, to judge 
from his distrust of viticulture and his fondness for Catonian paradoxes 
such as ‘nothing could be less advantageous than running your estate as well 
as possible’ ( HN  18.37). But he has several anecdotes illustrating the 
speculative pursuit of profi t, and only one of them has an unhappy ending: 
Tarius Rufus and his disastrous investment in Piceno, the freedmen who 
bought a run- down vineyard near Rome, improved it and quickly sold 
out at a handsome profi t, and Seneca who bought the same property 
for four times the previous price ( HN  14.48–52). Attitudes to profi t- seeking 
in agriculture differed, even among the aristocracy. Yet profi t- seeking is 
not the same as profi t maximization, and a value system that put a premium 
on wealth- consumption could not at the same time promote productive 
reinvestment. 

 In the same way, the grouping of properties at Veleia does not demonstrate 
the systematic pursuit of economies of scale. There were farms formed by 
the amalgamation of several smaller units, but many others that were 
evaluated singly for the purposes of the Trajanic scheme, and by implication 
were worked as independent economic units. Some belonging to the same 
proprietor were contiguous, but others were not. The full point of the 
distribution of properties escapes us, since we cannot map the farms onto 
the terrain and read off their likely products. The desirability of linking 
arable and pasture was clearly appreciated, but in general the benefi ts of 
contiguity would have been realized only imperfectly. In any case those 
benefi ts were often outweighed in the minds of proprietors by the advantages 
of dispersal of property through diverse ecological zones, a traditional risk- 
reducing peasant strategy. 

 The reality is likely to have been complex. Landowners were fl exible; they 
had to be, since the best- laid plans were likely to be disrupted by deaths – or 
births. They did not follow any unitary strategy, but in structuring and 
administering their properties used a wide variety of options. In making 
decisions, they were guided by essentially practical considerations, to do with 
the lie of the land, the products of the farm, and the availability of suitable 
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management and labour, and without the benefi t of a conceptual apparatus 
that was created by the agricultural revolution of the eighteenth century.  

  Peasant farming 

 At Veleia, no proprietor declared an estate of value lower than 50,000 
sesterces. In the corresponding and roughly contemporaneous (but less 
informative) inscription from Ligures Baebiani, a small town near Benevento 
in the south of Italy, one landowner owned and declared property worth 
only 14,000 sesterces. This points to a threshold of 10,000 sesterces below 
which landowners were not permitted or not persuaded to participate in 
Trajan’s scheme.  20   

 In theory, then, we would expect a class of small independent farmers 
operating at or near subsistence level to have existed in both places. Their 
children might even have been among the benefi ciaries of the scheme, those 
who received the payments made by the declaring landowners as interest on 
the loans they were given by the government. 

 Small peasant proprietors – that is, owner- occupiers operating on or near 
subsistence level – keep a low profi le in the period of the Principate. Their 
omission from the inscriptions of Veleia and Ligures Baebiani – unless they 
are some of the many landowners named only as neighbours – is symptomatic. 
Literature, the product of the social and cultural elite, does not notice the 
independent peasantry as a class, except for soldiers turned peasants, and 
then only momentarily. It is uninterested in status demarcations among the 
rural population. Thus, the poverty of Simulus, the farmer of the pseudo-
Virgilian  Moretum  is securely established, but we are left in doubt whether 
he was a slave tenant ( quasi- colonus ), a freedman tenant ( colonus ) or an 
owner- occupier, freed or freeborn. Archaeological evidence shares this 
defi ciency. Field- survey can show the survival of small- unit farming, as in 
Tuscany and the Molise, but it cannot distinguish an owner- occupier from a 
tenant. To make matters worse, peasants do not leave monuments. Their 
farmsteads, built of perishable materials, have not survived. The normal 
‘small site’ of the archaeological fi eld- survey turns out to have a relatively 
elaborate construction inappropriate to a basic peasant cottage. Its owner 
might have controlled perhaps 50 to 80 iugera or 12½ to 20 hectares and 
produced cash crops for the local market.  21   

 The small owner- declarants at Ligures Baebiani fi t into this sub- class of 
peasants operating at above subsistence level. One might say that 14,000 
sesterces, the value of the cheapest property declared there, would have 
bought 56 iugera or 14 hectares of arable at 250 sesterces per iugerum, a 
quarter of the price Columella plucked out of the air for land suitable for 
development as a vineyard (3.3.8). 

 The collapse of the independent peasantry is a cliché of Roman agrarian 
history. The problem of their invisibility can be solved at a stroke by denying 
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their existence at any signifi cant level. The argument might run as follows. 
Exploitation by the state in the form of prolonged, mass recruitment into 
the army, the disruption of civil wars and economic pressure from the rich, 
had drastically undermined the position of the free peasantry of the middle 
and late Republic. Italy under the Principate was no longer in turmoil, and 
army recruiters, unless they were raising an entirely new legion, looked to 
the provinces for legionaries and auxiliaries. Yet the decline of the peasant 
proprietor continued inexorably. Aristocrats accumulated landholdings at 
their expense and brought them increasingly into service as tenant- farmers. 

 Plausible though it sounds, this view reveals misunderstandings of the 
make- up and way of life of the rural population and the nature of its 
relationships with the large landowners. Owner- occupiers, tenant- farmers 
and farm labourers working for a wage were three overlapping categories; 
thus owner- occupiers were a major recruiting ground for tenants.  22   Certainly, 
large landowners drew their tenants and seasonal labourers from a wider 
group, including landowners of moderate means and urban residents 
engaged in non- agricultural pursuits (Columella disapproved of the tenant 
of urban base or origin,  colonus urbanus,  1.7.3). Nevertheless they preferred 
men with roots in the neighbourhood, (cf. Columella 1.7.4; Pliny,  Ep. 6.30). 
If poor peasants were in demand, it is also the case that they were tempted 
or forced to seek ways of increasing their meagre incomes. This has the 
consequence that an increase in the number of tenancies, if this was achieved 
through the transformation of the conventional ‘slave estate’ into one or 
several tenancies, might actually mean more employment for (a similar 
number of) peasant proprietors. 

 But of course additional tenancies could be created in another way that 
would have depleted the numbers of owner- occupiers, namely, by the simple 
conversion of impoverished proprietors into tenant farmers working the same 
or other land. This is certainly a possible scenario. Whether large landholders 
customarily added to their landholdings in this way is another matter. Owners 
of moderate- sized properties were also vulnerable, because of their exposure 
to market fl uctuation and competition. Peasants, insofar as they produced for 
subsistence, were not in competition with the wealthy producers. 

 There is the additional point that large landowners who used free men as 
labourers and managers were actually sustaining the peasantry by offering 
additional sources of income. This was calculation, not charity; we cannot 
even be sure that the numerous landowners who participated in Trajan’s 
alimentary scheme did so voluntarily and with humanitarian motives.  23   
There were landowners in all periods who exploited peasants ruthlessly, 
whether within or outside a patronage relationship. But a large- scale or 
systematic expropriation of the peasantry would have increased the mobility 
of this section of the rural population, and undermined the economic 
position of the large landowner himself. Meanwhile the army with its policy 
of distributing land to soldiers on discharge was available as a mechanism 
for the regular replenishing of the stock of peasant proprietors.  
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  Productivity 

 At the basis of most discussions of the fate of the independent peasantry lies 
the assumption that peasant farming was not economically viable, essentially 
because of primitive farming methods and low productivity. 

 First, there are some misconceptions to be identifi ed and dealt with. There 
is an assumption, often left unspoken, that farming to be successful must be 
capital- intensive. This is linked with the further supposition that technological 
progress necessarily leads to higher productivity. A sophisticated technology 
is not in fact required to work much of the land in the Mediterranean basin. 
Heavy machinery is unnecessary and sometimes harmful in semi- arid and 
arid zones, as is being painfully discovered at the present time in regions as 
far apart as south Italy, Portugal and the Middle East. On a tiny property a 
hoe or mattock may be suffi cient for the purpose in hand, namely, to break 
up the soil and control surface weeds; on a slightly larger estate, the animal- 
drawn ard plough is suffi cient for the same purpose. The heavier mould- 
board plough that turns the soil over is unnecessary, while deep ploughing 
with the aid of a caterpillar tractor causes all kinds of ecological damage. 

 Next, misguided historical comparison has played a part in producing a 
warped view of the predicament of the farmer of antiquity. The medieval- 
ancient comparison is suspect, especially where the comparison being 
attempted is between very different agricultural systems and physical 
environments. It is futile to suggest that as English agriculture leapt ahead 
with the introduction of the heavy plough, among other developments, so 
Italian agriculture stayed in a depressed state for lack of it. Again, on the 
subject of yields: medieval yields  24   in northern Europe (particularly in 
England, which remained caught in the two- to four- fold range, that is to 
say, a return of twice- to four- times seed was achieved) are no kind of marker 
for ancient Mediterranean agriculture, not least because Mediterranean 
farmers had the benefi t of light, warm soils which enhance germination, as 
opposed to the cold, heavy germination- retarding soils of the North. In 
general, we should be wary of the naive evolutionist assumption that ancient 
agriculture was necessarily less productive than that which followed because 
it was chronologically prior, as if we are compelled to believe in a linear 
movement from antiquity to the modern period, with yields and effi ciency 
in general progressing in a continuous upward curve. 

 The ancient- modern comparison, often implicit at least in the literature, 
is particularly pointless. It has limited interest in itself and is singularly 
uninformative on the subject of ancient farming standards. Little is achieved 
by a statement of the obvious, that the ancients lacked high- yielding crops 
such as maize and potatoes, or for that matter the improved strains of wheat 
now available to farmers; or again, that they lacked modern methods of 
land improvement, notably chemical fertilizers and advanced irrigation 
techniques, not to mention the heavy machinery alluded to above. What 
counts is the extent to which the food needs of a society are met by the 
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existing economy, and in particular by the prevailing agricultural system. 
The effi ciency and productivity of ancient agriculture is to be judged with 
reference to its ability to maintain ancient societies over time. 

 On yields, it hardly needs saying – the agronomists all make this obvious 
observation – that there must have been enormous variation from one area 
and terrain to another in the Mediterrenean region. This is easily illustrated 
for large units and for the modern world from contemporary data.  25   Average 
wheat yields in the third decade of this century in kilograms per hectare (kg/
ha) at a sowing rate (e.g.) of 135kg/ha range from 1,710 or a little less than 
thirteen- fold in Egypt to 269 or two- fold in Cyrenaica. Elsewhere in north 
Africa, Tunisia registered 400 and Algeria 540, or three- fold and four- fold 
respectively. Italy including Sicily had an average yield of 1,200, a little 
under nine- fold, and Greece 620, or about four- and-a- half-fold. This should 
warn us against generalizing from the whole of the Mediterranean (with or 
without Egypt, which practised irrigation agriculture) or the whole of the 
Roman empire. But generalizing about yields for Italy or Greece or the north 
African provinces is just as dubious a practice. The contrast visible in the 
modern data between the extraordinarily high yields reported from the 
wadi- valleys and alluvial fans of the interior of Tripolitania or southern 
Numidia and the modest returns from the dry- farming belt in north Africa 
would be mirrored in the ancient sources, if we had a full complement of 
evidence; as it is we have no yield fi gures from antiquity with which to 
contrast a number of notices of yields evidently achieved through fl ood- zone 
practices, which both ancient writers and modern commentators have found 
incredible.  26   

 Leaving aside this data from north Africa, the ancient literary sources do 
contribute a few scraps relevant to Italy and Sicily. There are three main 
texts. Varro ( Rust.  1.44.1), commenting on the diversity of yields from one 
district and soil to another, says that one place might yield ten- fold and 
another fi fteen- fold from the same seed, as in some parts of Etruria. 
Columella states (3.3.4) that at least in the greater part of Italy, a four- fold 
yield in cereals ( frumenta,  not, we note, in wheat,  triticum ) was rare, 
implying that the yield usually fell below this level. Cicero in the  Verrines  
(2.3.112) gives for the territory of Leontini in Sicily the sowing rate of six 
 modii  per iugerum, or a little over 160 kg/ha, a wheat yield in a good year 
of eight- fold, a little over 1,300 kg/ha; and another yield in an excellent year 
of ten- fold, or about 1,625 kg/ha. 

 The comments of Varro and Columella are both very brief. Varro is 
treating legumes and cereals together in a chapter dealing with sowing. He 
gives specifi c sowing rates for beans, wheat, barley and emmer ( far ), adding 
the caveat that they should be varied according to locality and richness of 
soil. Then follows the illustration from Etruria. This reads like an authentic 
piece of information drawn from a good source, and it suggests that relatively 
high yields were a fact of life in Etruria. It is signifi cant that the lower of the 
two yields cited is still high, when a more striking contrast would have 
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strengthened Varro’s point. Moreover, there is no hint of tendentiousness 
about the passage, in contrast with that of Columella. Columella is set on 
conveying an unfavourable impression of the productivity and profi tability 
of cereals – in a mere throw- away sentence, moreover – as part of his 
detailed, elaborate apologia for viticulture. There is the additional suspicion 
in Columella’s case that the yield fi gure has been plucked out of the air 
rather than arrived at following anything that could be called systematic 
research. The notion that he has given a genuine maximum, or average, yield 
fi gure for Italy as a whole is insupportable; and, as we saw, his fi gure refers 
to cereals in general. 

 Cicero’s fi gures are worthy of close attention, and not only because he is 
the only source writing unambiguously about wheat. He supplies two seed: 
crop ratios, a sowing rate, a fi gure for land registered as under cultivation 
(30,000 iugera or 7,500 hectares), two rival bids for the tithe (36,000 
 medimnoi  or 216,000  modii,  and 41,000  medimnoi  or 246,000  modii ), as 
well as other circumstantial details. He was of course an attorney with a 
brief to exaggerate the crimes of the governor Verres and his henchmen, in 
this case Apronius. Thus it is possible that he deliberately understated the 
wheat yield of the territory of Leontini in order to exaggerate the slice of the 
total harvest exacted from the farmers by Apronius. On the surface his 
seed:crop ratios, as they apply to good or excellent not average years, point 
to a mean ratio of less than 1:8. Yet the bids for the tithe imply an expected 
return from the land of twelve- fold or 1,950 kg/ha and 13.66-fold, about 
2,225 kg/ha, for the year in question. Cicero regards the bids as high and 
that of Apronius as artifi cially high, since he had no intention of exacting 
merely a tithe. But he might have been less prepared to impute the same evil 
intentions to Minucius, the higher but unsuccessful bidder. The claim that a 
ten- fold return in the territory of the Leontini was ‘very rare’ begins to look 
a little shaky. A mean yield of eight- fold for this land looks like a reasonable 
conjecture. 

 The land of Leontini was hailed by Cicero as prime cereal land and the 
people of Leontini as leading cereal producers ( Verr. 2.3.47,109), though it 
turns out that they did not own their land. It was farmed by managers, 
typically men from Centuripa, for absentee landlords, among whom we may 
suppose were a considerable number of rich Italians. In view of their interest 
in Sicilian grain, not to mention the interest of the Roman state, it is likely 
that the territory of Leontini was as productive as the existing state of 
agricultural technology allowed. There was, however, other good cereal- 
producing land in Sicily. Such data as survive from the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries show average yields of seven- to ten- fold from large 
estates in the environs of Palermo, Agrigento and Enna, all in the western 
sector of the island.  27   The average yield for Sicily as a whole, insofar as this 
concept has any meaning or practical utility, might not have been signifi cantly 
lower. Six- fold was a common average yield from nineteenth- century Sicily, 
at least until the last quarter of the century, which witnessed an agricultural 
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crisis caused by external competition. This led among other things to the 
conversion of a signifi cant amount of good cereal land to other use and to a 
reduction in average yield. 

 None of the evidence on yield thus far considered relates to the 
independent peasantry or to small- unit farming in general. Cicero was 
talking of sizeable estates. Referring to Verres’ third year as governor, he 
revealed that the average farmer in the territory of Leontini put under seed 
more than 930 iugera, over 230 hectares. The comments of Varro and 
Columella, insofar as they are based on personal contacts and observation, 
were surely based on the experience of their social peers. Thus the recent 
attempt of Evans to arrive at a rough yield fi gure which is relevant to the 
smallholder takes on added signifi cance.  28   Proceeding from the stipulation 
of Caesar’s Campanian law of 59  BC  that colonists drawn from families with 
at least three children would each receive ten iugera (two and a half hectares) 
of land in Campania, and from a basic subsistence fi gure of 230–275 kg 
wheat equivalent per person per year,  29   Evans arrives at a minimum annual 
yield fi gure in wheat for the land in question of approximately four- and-
one- half- to fi ve- fold (4.4–5.1:1). Since Campanian land was of particularly 
high quality, this yield fi gure is taken as support for Columella, and for 
‘perilously low’ average yields in wheat and other cereals in Italy, Sicily and 
other parts of the empire. 

 The argument is fl awed. It turns out that the yield fi gure is meant to apply 
if the whole of the allotment of 2½ hectares is under wheat and in every year. 
But, fi rst, the calculation works only if small farmers practised monoculture 
in grain. This is quite uncharacteristic of, if not actually incompatible with, 
subsistence farming. In these circumstances, it is quite improper to ask what 
level of productivity in wheat will provide for the subsistence needs of a 
family expressed in wheat equivalent. Wheat equivalent is a term applied by 
agricultural economists for subsistence needs, including essential non- food 
items (housing, clothing, etc.) as well as food, in terms of the staple crop 
rather than money; this is appropriate with respect to a society where 
producers consumed the greater part of the crop and often or usually paid 
taxes and rents in kind. The term is properly used in this way, rather than as 
a term for production, where the implication is that the total subsistence 
requirement of the household would be met from the wheat harvest. In 
passing, we may note that wheat is a low- yield crop, and that naked wheats, 
on which the calculations of the agricultural economists are based, are 
unlikely to have been the dominant crop of the subsistence peasant in 
Campania or elsewhere in Italy and the empire at large. Peasants engaged in 
producing food essentially for their own consumption grew a wide variety 
of cereals and other crops. The net result is that the yield fi gure thought by 
Evans to have been necessary for the survival of an ex- soldier peasant family 
in Campania is unrealistically high. Secondly, since Evans believes in more 
or less universal biennial fallow, which means that half the land is rested 
each year, his calculations imply a return on seed sown of roughly nine- to 
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ten- fold (8.8–10.2:1). This is by no means a low yield, and in fact recalls the 
returns cited by Cicero from Leontini. 

 In short, returns on seed sown seem relatively high, whether in Sicily 
following Cicero, or in Etruria following Varro, or on Evans’ own fi gures, in 
Campania under a biennial fallow regime. Columella is the odd man out, 
and the various attempts to save him – by urging that he must have been 
referring to intercultivated grain, that he deliberately omitted Etruria and 
Campania, that he was furnishing not a crop yield but ‘the productive 
capacity of a given property’ – only emphasize the shakiness of his testimony. 
There is nothing we can do about Columella except distrust him. 

 The upshot is that the ancient evidence, such as it is, does not support an 
argument for ‘perilously low’ average yields in wheat or other cereals in 
Italy, Sicily or any other part of the empire. Even in the case of the smallholder, 
it is improper to deduce or simply assume that he necessarily expected and 
received a low return. A re- evaluation of the peasant economy of the Roman 
period of classical antiquity is overdue, one which escapes the stifl ing effect 
of the initial premise that it laboured under a chronic weakness which 
guaranteed its collapse, except insofar as the farmer could supplement his 
income and food resources off the estate. One might start by exploring the 
implications of the fact, already appreciated by prehistoric archaeologists 
and beginning to infl uence the writing of ancient history, that smallholders, 
especially where settlement was dispersed and farmers lived and worked on 
or near their properties, were in a position to obtain good returns from their 
crops by intensive methods of production.  30    

  ADDENDUM 

 If cities were the hallmark of Roman imperial culture, the countryside continued to 
generate the bulk of economic production. An educated guess is that 80–90 per cent 
of the population worked in agriculture and accounted for 70–80 per cent of the 
value of production. The consequence of this preponderance of rural production was 
that growth, or limits to growth, in the rural sector overshadowed any developments 
in urban production (Zelener 2006). 

 Over the past twenty- fi ve years survey archaeology has come to the fore and added 
much to our knowledge of the countryside, but it has also raised challenges about how 
to interpret material fi nds as evidence for property size, organization of production, 
and types of labour employed. On site classifi cation and property size based on 
surveys, see Barker and Lloyd (1991), Patterson (2006), de Ligt and Northwood 
(2008), Attema and de Haas (2011), Mattingly (2011), Launaro (2011), Witcher 
(2011, 2012), and de Ligt (2012). Rathbone (2008) is a salutary caution about the 
diffi culty of identifying diagnostic material remains for impoverished peasants. 

 Peasants and tenancy have been the subjects of continuing research: de Neeve 
(1984), Foxhall (1990), Garnsey (1998), Erdkamp (2005), Kehoe (2007). For 
women’s labour, see Scheidel (1995, 1996b). Rosenstein (2004) considers peasant 
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production through the life cycle. Kehoe (1988b) examines the situation of the 
tenants farming the vast imperial estates of Tunisia. The papyrological evidence from 
Egypt is especially illuminating: Rowlandson (1996, 1999), Sharp (1999). Halstead 
(2014) provides a panoramic view of the Mediterranean peasant and a thick 
description of their ways and wiles, combining ancient evidence with fi rst- hand 
observation of, and conversation with, ‘recent farmers’. 

 Harper (2011) is an outstanding monograph on slavery: although focused on the 
period  AD  275–425, it addresses all the major issues that arise in relation to Roman 
slavery in earlier periods (such as numbers and supply, the household economy and 
occupational structure), and constructively challenges the ‘dominant paradigms’ of 
Roman slavery. The question of the prevalence, profi tability and possible decline of 
slave labour in agriculture continues to be debated: Scheidel (2005b, 2011), Roth 
(2007), Launaro (2011). Studies of villa agriculture include: Scheidel (1994), Haley 
(1996), and Marzano (2007, 2013a). Marzano (2007) includes an imposing 
catalogue of Roman villas from large areas of central Italy. Roth (2007) challenges 
orthodox views of the role of women slaves and slave families in agriculture. In the 
management of slave estates the pivotal fi gure was the  vilicus , studied by Carlsen 
(1995). Rathbone (1991) stands out as a remarkable reconstruction of the 
management of a large non- slave estate in Egypt from a substantial collection of 
disparate fragments of papyri. 

 Attitudes toward investment in agriculture have been illuminated by Kehoe 
(1988a, 1992, 1993, 1997) and Rathbone (2005). The  alimenta  have been discussed 
by Jones (1989) and Woolf (1990). 

 Key to the Roman economy’s potential for growth was the degree of increased 
agricultural productivity through capital investment, organization of labour and 
technical improvements. For agricultural productivity in general, see Spurr (1986), 
Horden and Purcell (2000), Goodchild and Witcher (2009). For intensifi cation of 
capital investment, see Mattingly (1988, 1993), Hitchner and Mattingly (1991), 
Hitchner (2002), Bowman and Wilson (2009, 2013). Erdkamp (1999) emphasizes 
the organization of labour; more generally, Erdkamp (2005). For a highly optimistic 
view of technical improvements, Kron (2012); de Ligt (2012) offers a more sober 
view of productivity gains. Shaw (2013) examines the technology for harvesting 
(and much more). There is a growing focus on the impact of ecology and climate on 
production: Sallares (1991), Horden and Purcell (2000), McCormick et al. (2012). 

 The production of wine and oil is the subject of Brun (2003, 2004). Studies of 
animal husbandry include King (1999), Kron (2000), and MacKinnon (2004). For 
aquaculture, see Marzano and Brizzi (2009).     
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 Supplying the Roman empire   

     Under the Principate, the Roman government was in a position to exploit 
the whole of the Mediterranean basin, north- western and central Europe 
and the Balkans. The existence of this massive empire had implications for 
distribution and consumption in Rome, Italy and the empire at large. Under 
the heading of distribution, one might ask: How did the city of Rome, the 
central government and the Roman army secure the consumption items they 
needed? How far was the government involved in the supply of essential 
foodstuffs? On consumption, the key questions include: What claims were 
made by Roman imperial governments on the food resources of the 
provinces, and with what consequences for the subsistence and survival 
chances of groups and communities, small and large?  

  Rome 

 Augustan Rome was a city of around one million residents, and there may 
have been more. Recipients of Augustus’ handouts of cash or grain numbered 
at various times 320,000, 250,000 and 200,000, by his own reckoning ( Res 
Gestae  15). These were exclusively male citizens. The middle fi gure of 250,000 
recipients, if eligibility began at the age of ten, implies a population affected by 
the grain dole of around 670,000. A slave population of 30 per cent, a 
reasonable estimate, brings us not far short of one million inhabitants, without 
counting in, on the one hand, resident free foreigners, and, on the other hand, 
citizens of both high and low status not involved in the grain dole.  1   

 One million people is a large number of consumers. No city in the western 
world grew so big again until London topped the one million mark in the 
eighteenth century. Rome could only grow so big, and remain so big, by 
drawing heavily on the resources of the whole empire. 

 Let us try to quantify the requirements of Rome under Augustus. Needless 
to say, almost all numbers are rough estimates and represent only orders of 
magnitude. There are fi ve headings:

109
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    1    Rome’s subsistence requirement (food only) in wheat equivalent: 
200,000 tonnes p.a.  

   2    Rome’s subsistence requirement in wheat alone: 150,000 tonnes p.a., 
around 22.5 million  modii,  assuming wheat made up 75 per cent of 
total food energy requirements.  

   3    The requirement for the grain dole ( frumentatio ) in wheat: 80,000 
tonnes, or 12 million  modii,  for 200,000 recipients, at 5  modii  per 
person/month. (Or, 100,000 tonnes, 15 million  modii,  for 250,000 
recipients.)  

   4    Actual consumption rate of wheat: around 200,000 tonnes, or 
30 million  modii,  p.a.  

   5    Total wheat imports: variable, in the range of 200,000–400,000 
tonnes, or 30–60 million  modii,  p.a.    

 The fi rst fi gure is the total subsistence requirement, food only (housing, 
clothing, etc., excluded), measured in terms of the prime staple, wheat. The 
assumption is that around 1700 calories are needed per person/day. At the 
ratio of approximately 3000 calories to 1 kg wheat, 200 kg minimum are 
required per person/year, thus 200 million kg or 200,000 tonnes for one 
million people. For completeness, it would be necessary to furnish estimates 
of how much food was consumed and imported, both in terms of wheat 
equivalent. 

 The remaining estimates are in terms of wheat, the main staple. The 
peculiar signifi cance of wheat in dietary and political terms is implied in the 
special treatment it received in imperial Rome, as in classical Athens. Grain 
alone was distributed in Rome until the turn of the second century  AD . 

 The second estimate is the wheat required by Rome’s inhabitants for 
subsistence: this amounts to three quarters of the previous fi gure, or 150,000 
tonnes. One might make a case for a lower percentage fi gure for wheat, to 
refl ect the relatively favourable position of Roman consumers. Modern 
evidence shows that the percentage of cereals in the diet decreases as 
prosperity increases. But did the majority of Roman consumers become 
more prosperous, and how far were alternative sources of food energy 
available, meat in particular, at prices they could afford? Prices were high in 
Rome. Salaries were also high, but then unemployment and underemployment 
were rife, as in third- world cities today. 

 The third fi gure, 80,000 tonnes or 12 million  modii,  the amount of wheat 
needed for the hand- out, needs no further explanation. 

 The fourth fi gure, 200,000 tonnes or 30 million  modii,  represents annual 
wheat consumption. Some favour a much higher fi gure, as much as 400,000 
tonnes, or double our estimate.  2   That fi gure is a product of the juxtaposition 
of two isolated literary texts, both unreliable, one dating to the mid- fourth 
century, the other to the mid- fi rst. The former ( Caes.  1.6) gives a fi gure of 
20 million  modii  for Egyptian wheat exported to Rome under Augustus 
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(perhaps twice the true fi gure), and the latter (Josephus,  BJ  2.383,386) a 
ratio of 2:1 for north African and Egyptian wheat exported to Rome. 
Neither passage can bear much weight, and to combine the two is a quite 
unacceptable procedure. We place no more credence in the fi gure of 75,000 
 modii  per day that occurs in a third source ( SHA Sept. Sev.  23 cf. 8), 
although, as a rate of actual consumption (which is not how the author 
presents it), it gives a fi gure of approximately the right order, about 27.5 
million  modii,  over 180,000 tonnes, for the reign of Septimius Severus. 

 Finally, the actual amount of wheat imported fl uctuated within the range 
of around 200,000–400,000 tonnes, 30 to 60 million  modii,  enough to keep 
alive 11/3-2

2/3 million people, before deductions for grain lost or spoiled. The 
interest of the government and the initiative of private traders combined to 
ensure that much more grain would come into Rome than that which was 
earmarked for the distributions, which fell far short of the requirements of 
the population at large. The government appreciated that there was a 
shortfall, even if it was not equipped to calculate its size, and was interested 
in making it up. The consumption needs of the court, administration and 
resident soldiers (around 21,000 men) had to be catered for. Then, families 
of three or more on the list of grain receivers, unless represented by more 
than one person, had to supplement from other sources a dole suffi cient 
only for two people. Augustus showed an awareness of this when he issued 
double rations during the shortage that began in  AD  6 (Cassius Dio 55.26ff.). 
The lowering of the age of eligibility was a more permanent strategy, 
followed by Trajan and possibly one or more of his predecessors.  3   Finally, 
no emperor could disregard the rest of the population altogether. The 
political risks were too great. The whole Roman plebs was a privileged 
category. 

 Roman governments did not operate with the fi gures cited above, with 
the exception of the grain for the dole. They might, however, have had rough 
import targets. Perhaps not Augustus. His record suggests a lack of system 
and a dangerous degree of improvisation. Crises were resolved, not always 
very fast, rather than averted (cf. Cassius Dio 55.33ff.;  Res Gestae  15). It 
looks as if he did not always have adequate reserve stocks available, but was 
able to produce grain in emergencies by putting pressure on private grain 
holders and distributors. He did, however, bequeath to his successors a 
permanent offi ce headed by a prefect of the grain supply ( praefectus 
annonae ).  4   There are signs that the more responsible post-Augustan 
emperors were interested in introducing more order and regularity into the 
supply system than Augustus was able to achieve. Tiberius on one occasion 
dismissed contemptuously talk of crisis, pronouncing himself satisfi ed that 
he had succeeded in increasing the fl ow of grain from the provinces (Tacitus, 
 Ann.  6.13). In Tacitus’ report of the incident Tiberius does not say how this 
was achieved, but it is likely that in his measures he was anticipating 
Claudius’ panicky drive to add to the number of regular, bulk suppliers. This 
policy, extended no doubt by later emperors, and combined with an increase 
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in the amount of tax- and rent- grain, brought stability to the system of 
supply, and ensured that Rome would avoid dangerous shortages except in 
conditions of civil war. It is in this context that we can begin to talk of 
government import targets. 

 At what levels would such targets have been set? Emperors and prefects 
of the grain supply appreciated that the amount of grain fl owing into Rome 
varied from year to year in accordance with fl uctuations in harvest levels in 
surplus- producing areas and the vagaries of the weather at sea. To be sure of 
building up adequate reserve stocks in all years, and to allow for damage to 
grain in transit or storage, the government had to set high targets, higher 
than estimates of real consumption, whatever rough- and-ready estimates 
existed. 

 Import targets or no, the consequence is the same. Rome imported much 
more grain than it needed. 

 We come now to the mechanisms of supply and the extent of government 
involvement. A preliminary point is that the state was not concerned with 
the import of items of consumption apart from grain for most of our period. 
Septimius Severus (193–212) is said to have added rations of oil ( SHA Sept. 
Sev.  18.3), and Aurelian (270–275) free pork and cheap wine ( SHA Aurel.  
35.2, 48.1). It was once brought home to Augustus that wine was expensive 
and in short supply. His answer was that it was enough that water was a 
‘free good’ in Rome: ‘My son- in-law Agrippa has taken good care, by 
building several aqueducts, that people shall not go thirsty.’ But Augustus 
was also hostile to the grain dole in principle. He is said to have toyed with 
the idea of scrapping it altogether, but knew that for political reasons he 
could not (Suetonius,  Aug.  42.1,3). He did, however, substantially reduce 
the number of recipients. Less secure or more indulgent emperors gradually 
extended the range of goods in which the government was interested. 
Prefects of the grain supply are commemorated at Rome by oil traders from 
both Africa and Spain in the fi rst half of the second century ( CIL  VI 
1620,1625b). We may speculate that these offi cials had been authorized to 
buy olive oil and wine on a regular basis from bulk suppliers. This practice, 
coupled with the transport under contract of the same products, more 
especially oil, originating on imperial estates, would have made for an easy 
transition when the government eventually undertook the obligation to 
supply and hand out these commodities to the people of Rome. 

 The government did not exercise direct control over the grain supply 
system at all stages. The production, storage and processing of the grain can 
be dealt with briefl y; collection and transport are more problematic. The 
bulk of the grain that reached Rome was grown on private property. It was 
exacted (as tax or requisition) or bought by the government or sold in the 
market. The contribution of rent- grain from public and imperial estates 
(unattested but probable) is likely to have been much less signifi cant. On the 
other hand, it is also likely to have increased, as confi scations and legacies 
brought more good- quality arable into imperial possession. In the matter of 
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storage, too, one can envisage a steady extension of state ownership and 
control at the expense of private, so that whereas state grain overfl owed into 
private granaries in the age of Augustus, state granaries were holding stocks 
of private suppliers in the age of Septimius Severus. Finally, once the grain 
earmarked for distribution was taken out of storage and handed out by 
offi cials of the government, the profi table business of converting the 
distributed grain and other unmilled grain into fl our and then bread was in 
the hands of independent millers and bakers. Some of these were very 
prosperous, as the impressive private tomb of the baker Eurysaces at the 
Porta Maggiore in Rome bears witness. Trajan tried to encourage more men 
of means to go into the baking business, or existing bakers to expand their 
enterprises; but unless the lawyer of a generation later, Gaius, misrepresents 
his ruling, his overtures were aimed exclusively at people of Latin rights (of 
intermediate status, neither Roman nor alien), who were offered citizenship 
for turning 100  modii  into bread for each of ten years.  5   

 The bulk of the grain imported for the distributions, as we saw, had the 
status of tax in kind. In the late Republic, tax- and rent- grain had been 
collected by associations of tax- farmers ( publicani ) awarded state contracts 
for the purpose. This system of tax collection was gradually phased out 
under the Principate, and was in any case never adopted in Egypt, one of the 
main grain- exporting provinces. But the state authorities did not increase 
the extent of their active involvement in the assembling of tax- grain. This 
was left to local offi cials in each province to be performed as an unpaid 
public service under the general supervision of the provincial governor. 
Next, there was no state merchant fl eet to carry the tax- and rent- grain to its 
destination. This function was performed by private shipowners paid by the 
government. This was a profi t- making enterprise made more attractive by 
the favourable terms provided by the state; Claudius, for example, gave 
shipowners engaged in transporting state wheat to Rome exemption from 
the  lex Papia Poppaea  (an Augustan law that penalized the unmarried and 
childless), Roman citizenship and concessions normally awarded for parents 
of three or more children. Later emperors added and confi rmed the valuable 
privilege of exemption from compulsory public services.  6   

 How extensive was the government contract system? Grain imports were 
not in their entirety underpinned by such a system. The government would 
not have exchanged contracts with those very numerous suppliers who were 
either small and casual or who needed no incentive to contribute grain to 
the market – including high- status Romans and Italians whose households 
could not consume or usefully store all the surplus grain they produced on 
their estates. Claudius offered privileges only to shipowners who agreed to 
transport 10,000  modii  of wheat, a little under 70 tonnes, for six years. 
Within a little more than a century, the threshold had been raised to 50,000 
 modii  or around 350 tonnes, carried in one or more ships ( Digest  50.5.3). 
Emperors and prefects of the grain supply did not give privileges 
indiscriminately. They were interested, or especially interested, in bulk 
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suppliers. But bulk suppliers were not necessarily contracted to the 
government, especially in the formative stages of the development of the 
imperial supply system. In the long term, governments intent on securing a 
stable and regular food supply would try to increase the number of suppliers 
operating within a contract system, with its attendant attractions and 
constraints.  

  The army 

 The Roman army grew from a low at the death of Augustus of around 
300,000 legionaries and auxiliaries to a high at the death of Septimius 
Severus of around 400,000.  7   As a body of consumers, it was divided, unlike 
the city of Rome. Numerous provinces had permanent contingents of either 
legionary or auxiliary standing. This dispersal prevented the creation of an 
integrated system of army supply. Strategies were arrived at that were 
appropriate to particular localities and suffi ciently fl exible to cope with 
changing circumstances, including military movements and fl uctuations in 
the size of the resident garrisons. On the other hand, it is axiomatic that 
Roman offi cials, the emperor and his military and civilian subordinates, 
would take responsibility for organizing a system of supply, and that it 
would be a comprehensive system and subjected to a high degree of control. 
The army was the backbone of the imperial order. The necessity of preserving 
its military effectiveness as well as loyalty to the political authorities explains 
the attention paid by emperors to its requirements. In contrast, the 
government supplied the people of Rome grudgingly and only partially, with 
the end of preserving its political passivity, or, at most, general support for 
the regime. 

 Quantifying the needs of the army is a formidable undertaking. To be 
comprehensive, it would have to take in, among other things, raw materials 
such as iron (a store of about a million nails, weighing around ten tons, was 
found at the temporary Flavian fortress of Inchtuthil in Scotland), timber (at 
Inchtuthil, around 5,000 cubic metres of sawn wood were used for about 
28 km of barrack- walling alone), other building materials, animals for 
cavalry, transport, meat and leather (around 54,000 calf- hides were required 
merely to equip a legion with tents), products of the clothing industry, such 
as cloaks, tunics and blankets, other equipment and weaponry, before we 
come to basic food rations.  8   

 The content of normal rations will have varied with the region, but 
soldiers received at least grain, vin piqué or vinegar consumed with water as 
 posca,  and, normally, meat.  9   In round fi gures, 300,000 soldiers would have 
consumed about 100,000 tonnes of wheat per year, or 15 million  modii,  at 
one kg of grain per person/day. As the army grew over two and a half 
centuries by a third, so did its cereal consumption, reaching around 150,000 
tonnes, or 22½ million  modii,  under the Severans. These estimates might be 
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judged either much too low or a little too high. They are the former if cavalry 
received twice as much wheat as infantry, as they did in the second century 
 BC  according to Polybius (except that citizen cavalry received three times as 
much as infantry) (6.39.13).  10   

 The fi gure of 100,000 (or 150,000) tonnes will be too high if the estimated 
daily grain ration of one kg is too high. This fi gure for consumption (there 
is no other from the imperial period) is derived from late Egyptian papyri 
which show soldiers receiving bread rations at three Roman lbs or around 
one kg per day. The same soldiers were given two Roman lbs of meat, two 
pints of wine and 1/8 of a pint of oil. Jones’ word for this diet was ‘positively 
gargantuan’. In fact, the fi gure for cereal consumption, taken in isolation, is 
only marginally higher than Polybius’ 2/3  medimnos  of wheat per month, 
equal to 4  modii,  or about 27 kg, for Roman and allied infantry in the 
second century  BC . This is in turn approximately the same as what had been 
termed a standard Greek military ration of one  choenix  of wheat per day in 
the classical period. The chained slaves of Cato’s second- century- BC  treatise 
 On Agriculture  ate much more, 4 or 5 lbs of bread per day, but they 
consumed little else ( de agr.  56).  11   

 One hundred thousand tonnes of grain will do as a rough estimate of the 
cereal consumption of the army under Augustus, rising to 150,000 tonnes 
under Septimius Severus. 

 State organization of military supply has consequences for the geo-
graphical range over which supplies were sought, the status of the goods 
that found their way to the camp and the methods by which they were 
brought. 

 Most supplies were local in origin. That is, the military provinces and the 
areas adjacent to them took the lion’s share of the burden of army supply. 
Commodities judged essential or in considerable demand were sought from 
further afi eld only insofar as they could not be obtained, or not in suffi cient 
quantity, near the army base. In this category should be placed the Spanish 
olive oil that found its way to the Rhineland and Britain. In general, long- 
distance transport was expensive and ineffi cient. Even if governments had 
been prepared to pay the cost, they would have been intolerant of the 
ineffi ciency involved, when keeping army regiments contented and on a war 
footing was at issue. 

 Living off the zone or region of occupation was not always a practical 
proposition. Strategic rather than economic considerations were sometimes 
paramount in the choice of site for an army base, as is obvious from the way 
in which the army was deployed in Syria, north Africa or Britain. Again, the 
army demand for food, raw materials and a wide variety of manufactured 
goods simply could not always be met locally, especially in the early days of 
conquest and pacifi cation, even if the tribes and communities involved had 
been hospitable to a sizeable occupying force – an argument more applicable 
to the northern frontier regions than to the more developed East. As 
pacifi cation gave way to peaceful coexistence with the local population, the 
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presence of a settled garrison frequently stimulated the growth of an ‘army’ 
of local producers and suppliers. This was not always a spontaneous 
development. The village structure of fi rst- and second- century Dobrogea in 
the province of Lower Moesia was the product of a series of enforced 
colonizations of conquered tribesmen, which had the specifi c object of 
supporting the lower Danubian frontier with supplies and manpower. 
Moreover, it is signifi cant that elsewhere in Lower Moesia the Roman 
occupation had very little effect on local settlement patterns. Similarly, 
British archaeologists have noticed that the proximity of the army did not 
stimulate agriculture in the highland zone or in Wales; and that for that 
matter it did not provoke the appearance of a new, indigenous northern 
pottery industry on a scale to compete with or replace imported pottery. The 
situation in the south- west of England was different: here it seems that 
the locality, within a radius of about 30 miles, played an important part 
in the supply of the garrison at Gloucester. But to return to the North, where 
the bulk of the army was stationed: it was the South that shouldered the 
main burden of supplying the army of Britain. To put it in another way, 
the category of middle- distance supply was important in Britain.  12   

 The British army also received goods from Gaul or further afi eld. In the 
period from the invasion to the end of the fi rst century, a very signifi cant 
level of imports was sustained in artefacts. Not only in artefacts: pottery and 
other small manufactures typically travelled pick- a-back, in the gaps left by 
a primary cargo, and can therefore be taken as proxy for the bulk movement 
of raw materials and perishables. The latter items are invisible, and their 
identity and relative importance can only be guessed at: in the British case 
perhaps iron, cloth, hides and some foodstuffs. Should we include cereals in 
the list of long- distance imports? The discovery by archaeologists of grain 
pests such as  Sitophilus granarius  on British sites, unattested in earlier 
periods and therefore foreign, can tell us nothing whatever about the 
regularity of grain imports or the quantities involved. It is still therefore in 
principle open to advocates of British self- suffi ciency to argue that the 
province paid its own way in respect of the most important staple of all. The 
case is stronger for the second century, if the fall- off in the import of (visible) 
manufactures and (invisible) primary products can be correlated with 
increased agricultural production in Britain. A partial correlation can be 
admitted. Another factor, perhaps the primary factor, in the decline of 
imports was the reduction in the size of the military establishment in the 
province in the second and third centuries.  13   

 The British case illustrates the diffi culty of gauging the relative importance 
of neighbourhood, regional and long- distance supply in any particular 
instance, especially as the balance between the various categories was likely 
to alter over time. But the supposition still stands that an army by preference 
supported itself from the locality and region where it was stationed. If 
necessary, goods were ordered in bulk from long- distance suppliers, and the 
order might well have been substantial in the early period of military 
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occupation. But the balance tilted away from long- distance imports as 
suppliers closer to hand grew in number and capacity, and as the state 
authorities grew more interested in and more expert at exploiting them. The 
signifi cance of this last factor, not touched upon thus far, will emerge when 
we come to discuss the means by which supplies were extracted from the 
civilian population. 

 The status of the goods supplied to the army and the methods by which 
they were introduced are a second index of the degree of state involvement 
in army supply. 

 The army to some extent supplied itself.  14   This was a matter of practical 
necessity, in as much as the environment was unfriendly, the resources of the 
civilian population insuffi cient, and imports inadequate. Thus, for example, 
in the Rhineland, it was standard for military personnel to make cooking 
pots,  mortaria  and other pottery, iron articles and implements, leather goods 
and certain weapons, and for that matter, to graze animals on land attached 
to the legion. We are a long way from the more organized state production 
system of Diocletian, but self- supply was not a negligible factor in earlier 
times, and would have reduced the army’s dependence on and interaction 
with the local economy. 

 The goods it could not produce, or not in suffi cient quantity – grain, 
fodder, meat, a wide variety of processed foods (beverages, milk products, 
salt and so on), clothing, armour and weaponry – had to be acquired in 
other ways. Almost from the fi rst in the history of Rome’s relationship with 
a frontier area, food and equipment came in as tax, tribute or contributions 
under some other name from defeated enemies and other peoples who 
acknowledged Roman supremacy.  15   Collection and transport might be 
supervised by soldiers or civilian offi cials. In more settled times and 
environments, these exactions characteristically took the form of obligations 
imposed on the civilian population through the agency of city offi cials. 

 To tax should be added requisitions. Where requisitioned goods were 
paid for rather than merely seized, as in times and places where good 
relations with civilians were accorded some value, the price was presumably 
fi xed by the buyer and therefore usually below the market rate. Compulsory 
purchase may be supposed to have been a fundamental source of supplies 
everywhere, as it can be shown to have been in Egypt. This is not surprising, 
for the following reason. The return of taxes in kind, if levelled as a 
percentage of the harvest, was unpredictable, while goods travelling from a 
distance might be held up or lost. While in the matter of vital staples, in 
particular grain, the authorities stockpiled supplies (British military granaries 
were built to hold one to two years’ supply of grain), the precise needs of a 
garrison in other items might have been underestimated. Topping up must 
have been a common necessity; in which case, it was better diplomacy to 
buy than to impose a supplementary tax. This is what the detachments of 
soldiers from Stobi on the lower Danube and from Dura-Europus on the 
northern Euphrates were doing when they went in search of grain for men 
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and animals, or clothing, or horses. Distances covered were usually short 
(but an expedition set out from Stobi for Gaul for clothing and perhaps 
wheat). The more important point is that these missions have all the 
appearance of regularity. Requisitioning was routine.  16   

 Goods brought in from a distance fell into the same general categories as 
those acquired locally: taxes in kind, rents in kind (from imperial estates), 
purchases. Insofar as goods were transported in bulk over distance, this was 
in the hands of private traders. The same traders also carried goods on their 
own account for sale en route and in the camp. Such foreign imports did not 
necessarily lose out in any competition with local products. Their transport 
was in effect subsidized by the state; they were a ‘freeloading’ secondary 
cargo riding on the back of bulk goods carried, typically, under government 
contract. 

 In addition, local and regional traders, and camp- followers from the 
organized communities that grew up in the vicinity of the camps ( canabae  
and  vici ), sold to soldiers. There was money left from pay after deductions 
for food, clothing and equipment for supplementary purchases (though 
some of this, together with occasional special payments, was credited to the 
soldier’s account). Still, this kind of commercial operation was essentially a 
peripheral activity, though no doubt profi table to the traders and producers 
concerned. It involved the sale of luxuries or at least ‘optional extras’, quality 
tableware, good wine and other food items not provided as standard rations, 
whereas, as we have seen, the basic provisioning and equipment of a regiment 
was handled by Roman supply offi cials in other ways. Our impression is 
that as little as possible of the task of supplying the army was left to the 
initiative of independent traders or to ‘market forces’. 

 When an army was on the move, requisitions or compulsory purchases 
bulked larger. The impact on Rome’s subjects was greatest when a major 
campaign was in preparation. In that event the zone of supply was broadened 
and more systematic, and comprehensive requisitioning was imposed by 
government representatives under the overall control of a special offi cial 
usually of senior equestrian rank ( praepositus annonae ). Already in the reign 
of the fi rst emperor, a systematic attempt had been made to work out the 
extent of the obligations of urban residents and country dwellers alike to 
mobile state employees, military or civilian, in respect of food, equipment, 
transported facilities and hospitality. In a recently published inscription, the 
second emperor, Tiberius, apparently confi rmed earlier measures and attem-
pted to curb their abuse on behalf of provincials in Pisidia.  17   

 Emperors received many complaints in the centuries that followed, and 
sometimes responded sympathetically. Yet the arrival of an emperor with his 
entourage could spell disaster for communities that lay in his path. Honorifi c 
inscriptions from the imperial period that praise a benefactor for both 
rescuing the city in time of food shortage and providing for an imperial 
visitor imply an association between the two: ‘The city celebrates Manios 
Salarios Sabinos, gymnasiarch and benefactor, who very often in times of 
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shortage sold grain much more cheaply than the current price, and when the 
emperor’s army was passing through provided for the annona 400  medimnoi  
of wheat, 100 of barley and 60 of beans, plus 1,000  metretae  of wine at a 
much cheaper rate than the current price.’ The city was Lete in Macedonia 
and the emperor Hadrian, whose two visits to Sparta brought two subsistence 
crises on that city. On the other side, some fortunate host- cities benefi ted 
from imperial largesse.  18   

 The third century, when warfare was more frequent, and in the middle 
decades constant, is usually represented as a period of fundamental change 
in the method of military supply. First, extraordinary exactions became 
more common and played a more vital part in the supply of the army than 
previously. Furthermore, as civic order and military discipline degenerated, 
authorized limits were bypassed and payment became desultory or vanished 
altogether. Secondly, the range of foods that were dispensed as normal 
rations expanded to include oil and wine, while grain was no longer deducted 
from pay. These developments (for which the evidence is very thin) may 
have been introduced by the Severan emperors as part of their policy of 
improving the material conditions of the army, but they gained an additional 
raison d’être by the middle of the third century, as infl ation gathered pace 
and the value of military pay plummeted. In earlier periods soldiers had 
been able to supplement their basic rations by purchase; this was no longer 
possible. The question is, whether these developments justify talk of a new 
military tax, instituted by Septimius Severus and later formalized and 
systematized by Diocletian. This is the  annona militaris,  defi ned in the 
literature as the pay of the soldiers raised as tax and distributed to them in 
kind.  19   

 Soldiers had always received rations and equipment as stoppages of their 
pay, which was calculated in money. Under Diocletian, and  a fortiori  under 
Septimius Severus, they were still paid their annual  stipendium  in three 
instalments in the traditional way.  20   The difference was that infl ation had 
reduced the value of money and left the soldiers with nothing after the 
standard deductions had been made. Any ‘profi t’ came to the soldier in the 
form of donatives and extraordinary exactions from the civilian population. 
Both were frequent in the third century, were administered or connived at by 
the Roman authorities, and constituted a practical alternative to a new tax.  

  Distribution of the burden 

 At the risk of oversimplifi cation, we propose a broad three- fold division of 
provinces by function. The three functions are: the provision of wheat for 
the city of Rome; the provision of wheat and other necessities for the army; 
the provision of cash for soldiers and offi cials. The hypothesis is that there 
was not a province that did not play one of these roles. The category of dual- 
function province is not excluded – Egypt is an obvious candidate. 
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 First, providers of wheat for Rome. These were the main surplus- 
producing areas of the West, namely, north Africa, Sicily and Sardinia, plus, 
in the East, Egypt. A passage of Pliny shows that grain also came to Rome 
from Gaul, the Chersonese, Cyprus and Spain. Pliny was not presenting a 
list, and if he had been, it is not complete. But in any case, the burden was 
shared unevenly among this latter group and the main suppliers.  21   

 The unevenness of the division becomes clear if we inquire into the status 
of the grain coming to Rome. The group of main suppliers provided the tax- 
grain (plus the bulk of the grain that came in through supplementary tax, 
requisitioning and compulsory purchase), the single most important category. 
The same group provided most of the rent- grain from public or imperial 
estates. With a third category, rent- grain from the estates of the Roman elite 
brought in for their private consumption and for distribution in or outside 
the market, we move to some extent outside the band of main suppliers, to 
wherever upper- class Romans had estates at no great travelling distance from 
Rome: in addition to Sicily and north Africa, Spain, the old Gallic province, 
and, importantly, Italy.  22   Finally, grain purchased from private suppliers, 
some under contract to the government, could have come from anywhere, 
wherever the shippers involved had contacts. We know that ‘the fi ve colleges 
of marine shippers of Arles’ worked for the Roman supply system ( annona ), 
though there is no proof that their cargoes inevitably originated in Gaul.  23   
The task of supplying Rome was spread somewhat beyond the main surplus- 
producing provinces through the agency of such companies. 

 Next, provinces that supplied the army. The bulk of army supplies were 
local in origin. This means that the main burden fell on the northern and 
north- western provinces. Taking as our yardstick the disposition of the 
legions around  AD  150, almost two- thirds of the army was concentrated in 
this sector of the empire. The Danube-Balkan region by itself supported ten 
legions of about 55,000 men and about 140 auxiliary units of about 80,000, 
more than half of them cavalry – in short, not much less than two- fi fths of the 
total army of the mid- second century, and requiring almost 50,000 tonnes of 
wheat alone each year. The north- west also had a substantial military 
presence, about 50,000 and 45,000 legionaries and auxiliaries in Britain and 
Germany, respectively. North Gaul was a major supplier of the Rhine armies; 
Britain and to some extent Gaul provided for the British army; while the 
Danubian legions drew deeply on the resources of the Balkan provinces.  24   

 No major grain exporter to Rome had to put up with a large garrison 
as well. Egypt in the mid- second century had two legions and perhaps 
17 auxiliary units, about 20,000 men in all, and Africa Proconsularis with 
Numidia about half as many in the same period. 

 The third category of province comprises those contributing money- 
taxes, about half of which, very approximately, 400 million sesterces, went 
to the army as pay, donatives and discharge payments.  25   Such provinces 
were either without garrisons or only lightly garrisoned, and with the 
addition of Italy, which did not pay the land tax, they furnished much of the 
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political and cultural leadership of the empire: in particular, the Iberian 
peninsula, the south of France, and western Asia Minor.  26   

 The upshot is that the burden of supporting the Roman government with 
food, other supplies and cash was distributed over the whole empire. Rome 
was engaged in tapping the resources of every corner of the Roman world.  

  Subjects as consumers 

 It is easy to slip into the language of gloom and doom when discussing the 
subsistence problems of Rome’s subjects. The beginning of  On the wholesome 
and unwholesome properties of foodstuffs,  a treatise of Galen, the mid- 
second century physician and philosopher, is commonly quoted, but 
unfortunately without the prolegomenon that provides the context  27  :

  The famines occurring in unbroken succession over a number of years 
among many of the peoples subject to the Romans have demonstrated 
clearly, to anyone not completely devoid of intelligence, the important 
part played in the genesis of diseases by the consumption of unhealthy 
foods. For among many of the peoples who are subject to the Romans, 
the city- dwellers, as it was their practice to collect and store enough grain 
for all the next year immediately after the harvest, left what remained to 
the country people, that is, pulses of various kinds, and they took a good 
deal of these too to the city. The country people fi nished the pulses during 
the winter, and so had to fall back on unhealthy foods during the spring; 
they ate twigs and shoots of trees and bushes, and bulbs and roots of 
indigestible plants; they fi lled themselves with wild herbs, and cooked 
fresh grass. (VI 749ff.)   

 The passage cannot be taken as a description of normal conditions, as it is 
regularly presented, for two reasons. The fi rst emerges from the passage 
itself, unless it is quoted selectively. Galen is picturing the behaviour of city- 
dwellers and rustics in the throes of a severe famine. The treatment is 
rhetorical. Galen shows in a number of colourful anecdotes that he was 
familiar with the cunning and resource demonstrated by country folk in the 
face of natural and human constraints. Secondly, famine itself, and the 
urban–rural confrontation that it engendered, were not everyday occurrences. 
If Galen had thought he was describing the norm, he contradicted himself 
many times in the course of his ample descriptions of peasant diets, in his 
 On the properties of foodstuffs,  and elsewhere, and in vignettes like the 
following, embodying a youthful memory:

  But I myself, when travelling as a young man into the countryside some 
distance from Pergamum with two companions of the same age, came 
upon some peasants who had already eaten their supper, and the women 
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among them were just going to make bread – for they had run out of it. 
One of them straightaway threw some wheat into a pot and boiled it, and 
after adding a little salt, gave it to us to eat. We naturally had to eat it, since 
we were hungry from our long journey. For this reason, too, we made a 
good meal of it, though it felt as heavy as mud in our stomachs. And the 
whole of the next day we had bad indigestion, and could take no food at 
all, having no appetite and being full of wind. We also had blackouts 
before the eyes, for nothing of what we had eaten could be evacuated. But 
that is the only way by which indigestion can be relieved. (VI 498–9)   

 Galen’s hosts may well have enjoyed the discomfort of their guests, but it 
would be perverse not to read the passage as an illustration of harmonious 
relations between peasants and city- folk, at least on an individual and non- 
offi cial level, and as evidence of the availability of wholesome food in 
peasant households. 

 Subsistence or near- subsistence peasants were certainly vulnerable, 
especially tenants burdened by both rent and tax, but also owner- occupiers 
forced to raise cash- crops in order to pay tax, in the process undermining 
their subsistence base and exposing themselves to the instability of market 
forces. But peasants were also resilient, and they operated effective, 
traditional strategies for survival. We should also allow for the role of rural 
patronage in blunting the sharp edges of confrontation between rich and 
poor, and the access enjoyed by rural labourers with an urban base to 
whatever supply systems evolved in the cities.  28   

 We turn now to cities, and start with a concrete problem. Casson raised 
the question of the effect of the annexation of Egypt in 30  BC  on the 
communities of the eastern Mediterranean. The East, he says, would have 
starved, had it not been the case that Rome was already drawing regularly 
on Egyptian grain stocks in the last century of the Republic. Unfortunately 
for this argument, there is a complete lack of evidence from the late Republic 
for the import of grain from Egypt. The silence of Cicero is particularly 
puzzling, notably in the  De imperio Cn. Pompeii,  where Rome’s three 
sources of support are identifi ed as Sicily, Sardinia and Africa. Starvation in 
the East (and glut in the West) therefore remains a possibility.  29   

 The following considerations may be adduced. 
 First, Rome may have reserved the lion’s share of the exportable surplus 

of Egypt, but it did not want or take the whole of it. There is scattered 
evidence from Greece, Asia Minor and Judaea for the relief of food shortage 
with Egyptian grain, covering the whole period from the fi rst decade of the 
Augustan Principate to the early third century. The principle, as laid down 
in a second- century inscription from Ephesos, is that the city of Rome heads 
the queue. An unidentifi able emperor writes to the Ephesians:

  It is clear that you will make prudent use of this agreement, bearing in 
mind the necessity that fi rst the imperial city should have a bounteous 
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supply of wheat procured and assembled for its market, and then the 
other cities may also receive provisions in plenty. If, as we pray, the Nile 
provides us with a fl ood of the customary level, and a bountiful harvest 
of wheat is produced among the Egyptians, then you will be among the 
fi rst after the homeland.  30     

 It is specifi cally implied that in a normal year there was plenty of grain to go 
around, once Rome’s needs had been satisfi ed. 

 Secondly, Egypt under the Principate had more grain to export, in 
comparison with the last phase of independence, when the country 
experienced considerable disruption and unrest. Improvements in 
distribution are likely to have been achieved already under the fi rst emperor, 
perhaps too a better agricultural performance. 

 Thirdly, the eastern Mediterranean had been the theatre of regular and 
destructive civil and foreign wars in the last century of the Republic. Many 
communities had suffered not only war damage, but also recurrent 
requisitions and direct punitive action. The region gained more, it might be 
suggested, from the cessation of these wars than it lost through the 
annexation of Egypt. 

 Fourthly, there was some shift in population East to West in the early 
empire, and therefore a reduction in the number of consumers in the East. 
The population of the city of Rome picked up signifi cantly under Augustus, 
making up the losses of the previous two decades, and possibly rising above 
the levels of the 60s and 50s. Under the Republic, Rome’s gain in manpower 
had been Italy’s loss, if the conventional picture is accepted, though the 
slaves who poured into the city were for the most part provincial in origin. 
Under the Principate, mortality rates and conditions of life in the capital 
necessitated a continuous high level of immigration simply to maintain the 
population of Rome at its Augustan levels.  31   It is arguable that under 
Augustus and his successors proportionately more provincials came to 
Rome and fewer Italians than under the Republic. The capital city now 
attracted more ‘betterment’ than ‘subsistence’ immigrants. In other words, 
by comparison with the period of accelerated demographic expansion, fewer 
free men were driven into the city by economic necessity, and more migrated 
more or less freely from a relatively prosperous background in search of 
self- enrichment. To the extent that the East, specifi cally eastern cities, 
contributed to that demographic movement, and their contribution was 
probably signifi cant, then there was a fall in the aggregate demand for staple 
foodstuffs in the East. 

 Fifthly, it had happened before. Over an extended period of time, Rome 
had conquered and absorbed one by one the most fertile and productive 
areas in the Mediterranean region. The annexation of Campania, Sicily, 
north Africa or Egypt are punctuations and turning- points, ushering in short 
periods of accelerated change. Each advance caused perturbations in the 
region immediately concerned and in economically linked areas. States were 
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forced to adjust their supply systems, political loyalties and land use. Some 
held their own, others suffered short- term or permanent decline. In the long 
term, the vulnerability of the majority of cities in the region concerned was 
not signifi cantly increased, their survival chances not seriously undermined, 
by Rome’s latest advance. 

 So much for the specifi c matter raised by Casson, whether the annexation 
of Egypt threatened the East with starvation. To take further the associated, 
broader issue, whether the Roman imperial government prejudiced the 
future of subject communities by cornering the surplus of the richest agrarian 
provinces, we turn to a consideration of the local evidence for food supply 
and food shortage. The documentation is of necessity drawn from the cities 
of the Greek East. It would be convenient if the evidence were spread evenly 
around the provinces of the empire, and between urban and rural 
environments, but this is not the case. 

 We present fi rst three indicators of continuity with the past, that is, with 
the Hellenistic period, and then two of change. 

 First, there were periodic food shortages, when prices rose and supplies 
of essential foodstuffs were defi cient. This was nothing new. Food crises 
were endemic in the Mediterranean region. 

 Secondly, local institutions for ‘famine relief’ remained essentially the 
same. Every city had developed over time rudimentary mechanisms and 
practices designed to keep it supplied with necessities, especially grain, at 
reasonable prices. The post of grain commissioner ( sitones, sitophylax, 
curator annonae ) is widely attested and has the appearance of a standard 
public service, at any rate in the East.  32   The Roman period shows little 
institutional change and little signifi cant development in the scope or range 
of local government responses to crisis. The lack of public monies in the 
form of permanent funds for the purchase of goods in short supply is 
particularly conspicuous. 

 This statement does not require modifi cation in view of Egyptian grain 
distributions (attested at Oxyrhynchos, Alexandria and Hermopolis in the 
260s and 270s, and at Hermopolis in  AD  62) or lists of ‘receivers of distributed 
grain’ in some Lycian cities. The Egyptian distributions were temporary and 
isolated phenomena; we cannot even say that distributions were regular in 
Lycia. No regular distributions in other provinces are hinted at in the 
documents. If local governments were intended to follow Trajan’s Italian 
example of funding poor relief schemes, they failed to do so. For that matter, 
permanent funds fi nancing regular distributions were a rarity in the Hellenistic 
age. There is another point: in Lycia, the distributions were funded by private 
benefactors, acting in rotation. In one inscription, a man from Oenoanda 
claims to have been the fi rst to do so twice. Thus something less than a 
permanent grain fund operated here. Samos at the turn of the third century 
 BC  had done better, with its grain fund fi nanced by private donations.  33   

 Thirdly, euergetism, the public display of generosity by individuals, 
remained the key factor in the response of local governments to shortage – 
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as indeed the Oenoanda inscription suggests. Graeco-Roman euergetism 
was essentially the same as its Hellenistic predecessor. Its ideology was civic, 
not humanitarian – very few euergetists would have described what they 
were doing as poor relief.  34   The attitude of its exponents, the rich, was (still) 
ambivalent: they were producers and occasionally traders as well as 
benefactors. 

 Two indicators of change can be taken together. The rich, as just 
stated, were in a position to indulge in profi teering as well as benefaction, 
and this gives the food supply system, such as it was, a fragile look. Our 
impression is that speculation in essential goods was less under the control 
of local government in the Roman than in the Hellenistic world. It is not 
coincidental that subsistence crises were frequently resolved from the 
outside, typically by the intervention of Roman offi cials. A provincial 
governor was praised at Aelium Coela in the Thracian Chersonese for 
having ‘looked after the interests of everybody with zeal during a very severe 
shortage of foodstuffs’. At Pisidian Antioch in the province of Cappadocia, 
the governor Antistius Rusticus was called in by the local magistrates and 
councillors to relieve a grain crisis in  AD  92–3. He issued an edict compelling 
those with grain stocks to release that which was surplus to their own 
subsistence needs at a price of one denarius, presumably well below the 
market rate. A second- century proconsul of Asia exerted his authority over 
bakers, whose failure to supply bread had led to civil disturbances in 
Ephesos. The emperor Hadrian promulgated a law at Athens designed to 
prevent local traders from causing artifi cial shortages of olive oil by sending 
it abroad.  35   

 Civic councils in these instances were powerless to resolve crises 
and unable to control profi teers, who might have included some of their 
own members. However, the intervention of Roman offi cials in such 
circumstances, though it brought short- term benefi ts, had long- term 
negative consequences. The morale, initiative and authority of local 
government was undermined, and the tendency to dysfunctioning aggravated. 
On the other side, the imperial power may be credited with having 
made possible and even inspired the extraordinary outburst of civic 
munifi cence that marked the second and early third centuries all over the 
empire. But there can be no doubt that of the two phenomena, the spirit of 
euergetism, and the sapping of local initiative and authority, the latter would 
be the more enduring.  

  Conclusion 

 The cities of the Roman world were apparently able to cope with the 
periodic food shortages that they suffered, although there was a tendency, 
perhaps a growing tendency, to lean on the authority and charity of the 
imperial power. This was an ominous development. 
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 This general conclusion must be qualifi ed. The evidence is thin. Few 
cities are visible, and when they come into focus, we are given only a 
partial glimpse of their condition. The inscriptions that inform us about 
individual food shortages are honorifi c. Their function was to advertise 
the generosity of men who by their benefactions had averted crisis. They 
issued from communities that were not in serious disarray or slow 
decline. The latter did not expose their weaknesses through the medium of 
epigraphy. 

 The problem recedes once it is recognized that the central government 
had a fi rm stake in the survival and welfare of cities in general, less so in 
those of individual cities, with some exceptions. Cities were needed to 
perform a narrow range of essential administrative duties, and for this their 
economic viability and demographic base had to be preserved. But this 
general commitment to cities did not extend to the preservation of any 
individual community at a given level of prosperity. So the territories of 
cities and their revenues were increased or diminished; some were demoted 
and became subservient to others, some were promoted or created out of 
nothing, for a variety of reasons, often trivial. The continually changing 
pattern of urbanization in the empire is not to be mistaken for an endemic 
weakness in the administrative infrastructure of the empire. 

 A conclusion relating to the peasantry follows similar lines. The ebb and 
fl ow in the countryside, as peasant households collapsed, survived, migrated 
and prospered, should not be confused with the issue of the survival of the 
peasantry as a class. If there was no group survival of the farming population, 
then the cities, dependent upon the agricultural resources of the countryside, 
would certainly have been in a state of collapse. As a fourth- century prefect 
of the city of Rome put it to the Roman senate in time of famine in Italy: ‘If 
so many cultivators are starved, and so many farmers die, our corn supply 
will be ruined for good. We are excluding those who normally supply our 
daily bread’ (Ambrose,  off.  3.45ff.). 

 It remains to bring these conclusions to bear on the issues raised earlier, 
the demands of the government and the way they were distributed. 

 Taxation, tribute, impositions under some other name, were not a new 
phenomenon in the regions that made up the Roman empire. What occurred 
as a result of imperial conquest and the imposition of empire- wide censuses 
was that tax was raised somewhat more effi ciently and from a wider area 
than ever before. Tax rates remained relatively low, at least outside Egypt, 
and Vespasian is the only emperor known to have raised them. A high level 
of taxation was unnecessary. The requirements of the government were very 
limited, because its concerns were few. 

 Thus, the demands of the central government were not such as to threaten 
the future of Rome’s subjects. Moreover, although those demands were 
greater in aggregate than those made by any previous imperial state in the 
Mediterranean region, they were also distributed throughout the empire, 
and the empire was big enough to absorb them.  
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  ADDENDUM 

 The largest cities of the empire, above all the megalopolis Rome, outgrew the 
capacity of the surrounding countryside to supply their needs. In addition, the army 
required provisions of food and other materials on a substantial scale. It is a 
reasonable guess that roughly half of the consumption of the empire’s households 
was in the form of foodstuffs (in contrast to around ten per cent in the wealthiest 
countries today). Consequently, most of the research on how the cities and armies of 
the empire were supplied has focused on foodstuffs, above all grain. Over the past 
twenty- fi ve years there has been continuing debate over the balance between a 
command economy, in which demand was met through imperial taxes and rents, and 
a free market economy, in which prices drove the movement of grain and other 
supplies. A related, but not identical, question is the extent to which Rome and the 
legions were supplied in kind directly from the taxpayer to the urban or military 
consumer, or were supplied by goods purchased through the markets. If the latter, 
how adequate was the information about prices in the varied regions of the empire 
to allow traders to make decisions about the sources and destinations of their goods? 

 Wide- ranging discussions of these issues can be found in Garnsey (1988, 1999), 
 Le ravitaillement en blé  (1991), Marin and Virlouvet (2003), Erdkamp (2005), 
Morley (2007b), Bang (2008) and Tchernia (2011). The question of market 
information and prices and the extent to which the market was integrated is discussed 
by Erdkamp (2005) and Bang (2008). There is a sharply contrasting account in 
Temin (2013); cf. Kessler and Temin (2008) along with critique of Bransbourg 
(2012). For the supply of Rome see also: Giovannini (1991), Sirks (1991), Garnsey 
and van Nijf (1998), Mattingly and Aldrete (1999), Mattingly and Aldrete (2000), 
Tchernia (2003), Virlouvet (2003), de Romanis (2003). For the distribution system 
in Rome, see the substantial volumes of Virlouvet (1995, 2009). Sharp (2007) uses 
papyrological evidence to shed light on the supply of Oxyrhynchus. 

 For the supply of the army, see Duncan-Jones (1994), Roth (1999), Wierschowski 
(2001), Carreras Montfort (2002), Erdkamp (2002), Eck (2006), Herz (2007), 
Kehne (2007); for the supply of the army in Roman Egypt, Adams (1995, 1999), Van 
der Veen (1998), Cappers (2006). 

 There has been discussion about the fi nancing of grain supplies to the cities of the 
Empire, especially in times of shortage: Garnsey (1988), Strubbe (1989), Zuiderhoek 
(2008, 2009a), and Erdkamp (2008). 

 The distribution of olive oil, another basic staple of the Roman diet, has received 
attention from Christol (2008) and Broekaert (2011). 

 Bibliography for the role of taxes and trade in economic growth can be found in 
Chapter 5 Addendum.     



128



                 PART THREE    

129



130



     The Principate of Augustus was preceded by two decades of civil war, in 
which armies of a size not previously seen in Roman history fought for the 
supremacy of their generals. The confusion of traditional social distinctions 
that accompanied the collapse of Republican political institutions is illustrated 
by two anecdotes relating to the fi rst of the civil- war victors, Julius Caesar. 
Caesar was said to have admitted to the Roman senate ‘men of foreign birth, 
including semi- civilized Gauls who had been granted Roman citizenship’, 
and who now discarded trousers for togas. A stage performance before 
Caesar won for the actor Decimus Laberius equestrian rank, which he had 
lost because of his lowly profession, ‘so that he could walk straight from 
stage to orchestra, where fourteen rows of seats were reserved for his order’.  1   

 The social disruption penetrated to the household and family. Appian 
claimed that the pressure of the triumviral proscriptions, supervised by the 
second of the civil- war victors, Caesar’s heir Octavian (later Augustus), 
caused men to fear betrayal even by their wives, children, freedmen and 
slaves. The result was ‘a shocking change in the condition of senators, 
consulars, praetors, tribunes . . . who threw themselves with lamentations at 
the feet of their own slaves, giving to the servant the character of saviour 
and master. But the most lamentable thing was that even after this 
humiliation, they did not win pity’ ( BC  4.13). 

 Against this background of social turmoil, Augustus established his 
military supremacy and restored peace and constitutional government. 
Augustus’ policy went beyond simple social conservatism: the pattern of 
social inequality and differentiation continued from the Republic, but 
innovations now gave distinctions of rank sharper defi nition. The social 
order that he established was stable and enduring. Under the Principate as a 
whole, the divisions and tensions deriving from the unequal distribution of 
wealth, rank and status were counterbalanced by forces of cohesion such as 
family and household, structured vertical and horizontal relationships 
between individuals and households, and the ideological apparatus of 
the state.  

    8 

 The social hierarchy   
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  Sources 

 The evidence for imperial society is limited in quantity and quality. While 
these defi ciencies should not be allowed to determine what historical 
questions are asked, they do circumscribe the fi eld of questions to which 
convincing answers can be given. 

 For the social historian, the two principal types of evidence for the Roman 
empire (outside Egypt) are literature and inscriptions. Many kinds of 
evidence on which historians of other periods rely never existed under the 
Principate or have not survived. No systematic, self- conscious description or 
analysis of imperial society and its constituent elements was written. Though 
Romans did use written documents to establish legal relationships and 
obligations, these have not survived in quantity; nor has reliable statistical 
evidence, such as population fi gures.  2   

 The period did produce a substantial corpus of literary works in many 
genres, ranging from history and biography to letters, legal treatises, satirical 
poetry and prose fi ction laced with fantasy. The diversity offers some 
safeguard against generalizations based on any one genre. For all the variety, 
however, the literature was written by a tiny fraction of the population; the 
authors were uniformly men of the leisured elite, and their works convey the 
perceptions of the upper strata of society. 

 The hundreds of thousands of inscriptions form the largest body of 
evidence from the Principate. But only a handful are long enough to provide 
much insight into social relations, and the great majority are brief, formulaic 
funerary or career inscriptions. They do not constitute a genuine sample of 
the millions originally erected, nor did those millions evenly represent the 
populations of the empire over space, time or social group.  3   This is partly 
because the standard epitaphs and honorifi c, career inscriptions are 
essentially an artefact of Romanization, which did not affect all areas of the 
empire equally. Nevertheless, the epigraphic evidence broadens the historian’s 
vision insofar as it issued from groups outside the imperial elite. Most 
dedications were set up for modest people who did not enjoy privileged 
rank. The poor, of course, are not represented even in this record. 

 Finally, the literary and epigraphic sources share the limitation of being 
highly sporadic in nature. The lack of a series of comparable literary works, 
or of a representative sample of inscriptions whose distribution over time 
can be taken as signifi cant, makes the identifi cation and explanation of 
trends in Roman society very diffi cult.  

  Class analysis 

 In recent years, the problem of analysing persisting social inequalities has 
been presented in terms of the need to characterize or label the divisions in 
Roman society. Should these divisions be identifi ed as status distinctions in 
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the manner of Weber? Or as class distinctions following Marx?  4   In our view, 
this is not a helpful approach to the analysis of social inequality and social 
structure in the ancient world. Class analysis has suffered from the 
assumption of many supporters and critics alike that it consists essentially in 
the identifi cation of given social entities with a specifi c membership. Even in 
the analysis of contemporary society this approach has created diffi culties. 
Class membership is open to confl icting interpretations, if only because class 
boundaries are inevitably in a state of fl ux.  5   The problems are compounded 
when this aspect of Marx’s mode of analysis, derived from eighteenth- and 
nineteenth- century society, is imported into the ancient world. Did slaves 
and peasants constitute classes? If so, did they make up one heterogeneous 
class or two classes? This kind of problem gives rise to endless and often 
fruitless debate. 

 There is a way of proceeding that does not discard the useful insights that 
Marx’s analysis can undoubtedly provide.  6   Marx employed specifi c class 
categories – bourgeoisie, proletariat, and so on – developed in the context of 
nineteenth- century industrial society, and not transferable to ancient Rome. 
But he also developed conceptual tools for identifying the fundamental 
processes producing and reproducing inequalities in society over time. We 
can make fruitful use of this aspect of Marx’s class analysis without 
committing ourselves to imposing modern categories on Roman social 
divisions. 

 In brief: instead of focusing in the fi rst instance on the membership of 
social groupings, we can begin by examining the processes giving rise to and 
preserving inequalities, and then use this analysis to throw light on the 
structure of the social hierarchies found in our period. 

 Among the processes maintaining inequality, we can follow Marx in 
emphasizing those entailed by (1) the property system, (2) the legal system 
and (3) the occupational system (or division of labour). The position of the 
ruling groups depended on their control over productive property (the 
means of production), as the ultimate source of their wealth and power. 
Their domination of the legal system legitimized their control over property 
through ownership rights and the use of sanctions, including coercion, to 
enforce and safeguard the distribution of property in their favour. The 
division of labour followed from and further reinforced the social hierarchy, 
since occupational position gave individuals and groups access to (or 
excluded them from) control of property and the means of production. The 
operation of these interacting processes entailed exploitation. It is through 
exploitation that surplus value is extracted and property becomes productive. 

 The system of acquisition and transmission of property was the basis of 
the Roman framework of social and economic inequality. This was an 
agrarian society, in which wealth was essentially in land and acquired by 
inheritance through the family. In the main, only where the family had died 
out and there were no adopted heirs, were outsiders able to gain control 
over valued resources. It was a peculiarity of the Roman system that the 
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outsiders who benefi ted were characteristically select lower- class dependants 
(freedman, slaves) who had won the confi dence or affection of their master. 
Augustus did not block off this avenue of social mobility, although he did 
seek to reduce the scale of slave manumission, and to restrict the capacity of 
freedmen to pass down property within the family.  7   

 In general, emperors did not, and could not, closely monitor entry into 
the propertied class. But they did introduce one new way of gaining 
admission, duties in the service of the regime and the empire. Soldiers were 
rewarded for their role in preserving the social order with adequate, and in 
the case of offi cers, generous, pay and a substantial remuneration on 
retirement, which put veterans in a position to establish themselves as 
prosperous members of local communities.  8   Moreover, insofar as veterans 
did become members of the provincial upper classes, they benefi ted from the 
offi cial favour shown to this group as a whole. In return for cooperating 
with the central government in the areas of administration, jurisdiction, and 
law and order, the urban elites of the provinces were able to consolidate 
their local social and economic power. 

 Inequalities, deriving from uneven property distribution that was confi rmed 
or even accentuated by imperial policies, were underpinned by Roman law. 
In effect, the decisions of emperors (constitutions, rescripts), supplemented 
by interpretations of authorized jurists, were the fount of law under the 
Principate, and held validity wherever Roman offi cials exercised jurisdiction. 
In practice, the shortage of functionaries made the imposition of a unifi ed 
legal system across the empire unfeasible, even had this been an aim of the 
imperial government.  9   Where local law and juridical procedures were well 
established, as in most parts of the East, they were permitted to continue in 
operation, with Roman courts offering appellate, and in the case of Roman 
citizens, fi rst- order, jurisdiction. In the underdeveloped West, however, the 
introduction of Roman courts, procedures and remedies was actively pursued. 
This, like other aspects of Romanization, worked in favour of the Rome- 
backed local elite. It was they who benefi ted from the extension of Roman 
law with its highly developed property rights, from the entitlements attached 
to Roman citizenship in general, and from the legal privileges associated with 
social status when these gained offi cial recognition in decisions of emperors 
from the time of Hadrian. 

 The other aspect of those imperial enactments was their confi rmation of 
the subservient position of the mass of the population, the  humiliores  as 
opposed to the  honestiores.  

 The direct exploitation of labour by rich proprietors was a central feature 
of Roman imperial society. Enrichment in the Roman world did not take the 
form of the accumulation of profi t through the activity of companies 
employing wage- labourers. Wealth was generated for members of the 
propertied class to a large extent by the labour of their personal dependants.  10   

 Most of the working masses laboured in agriculture: low productivity 
ensured that a relatively small proportion of the population could be spared 
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from the production of essential foodstuffs. Slaves had made up a large part 
of the work- force of the wealthy in Italy and Sicily ever since the period of 
overseas expansion began at the end of the third century  BC . The evidence 
for the status of labour in the provinces is less satisfactory. Agricultural 
slavery certainly existed in pockets of the empire, as in Tripolitania, where 
Apuleius’ wife Pudentilla gave her sons 400 slaves, together with other 
property. Elsewhere in Africa, the agricultural workforce was largely free, as 
it was in Egypt, the other main grain- producing province of the empire. 
Dependent non- slave labour systems of one kind or another existed in Gaul 
and Asia. There seems little doubt that across the empire humble free men 
constituted the majority of farm- workers, but the scanty evidence frustrates 
generalizations concerning their legal and customary position in the relations 
of production.  11   

 The brutal effi ciency of slavery as a form of exploitation needs no special 
emphasis,  12   though as we shall see shortly, some slaves fared better than 
others. The situation of non- slave labour ranged very widely, from debt- 
bondage on the one hand, to relative independence on the other. Debt- 
bondage persisted, even after the abolition of one of its forms,  nexum,  in the 
early Republic. The ‘many’  obaerarii  associated by Varro with Asia, Egypt 
and Illyricum ( Rust.  1.17.2), and the  nexi  of citizen status who, together 
with slaves, worked the vast holdings of the rich (presumably in Italy), 
according to Columella (1.3.12), were certainly bondsmen.  13   

 Other labourers were ‘free’ tenants, but many were unable to escape 
intense exploitation on account of their economic circumstances or lack of 
power. Pliny described the condition of tenants on an estate he intended to 
buy: ‘The previous owner quite often sold off the tenants’ pledges for their 
debts; and while he reduced the debt of the tenants ( coloni ) for a time, he 
depleted their resources for the future, on account of the loss of which they 
began to run up their debts again’ ( Ep.  3.19.6). Though juridically free, 
these tenants were apparently unable to break away from their grasping 
landlord and their debts to him, and to overcome their impoverishment by 
establishing themselves on economically viable farms. On an imperial estate 
in north Africa ( saltus Burunitanus ), the emperor’s procurator provided 
force to maintain the exploitation of the subtenants at the hands of the 
wealthy lessees. When the humble subtenants protested that more than the 
agreed rent and days of labour were being demanded of them, the procurator 
sent in soldiers, ‘ordering some of us to be seized and tortured, others 
fettered, and some, including even Roman citizens, beaten with rods and 
cudgels’.  14   Clearly, freedom and citizenship did not always protect tenants 
against oppressive landlords. 

 Peasants who owned their land had a better chance of establishing their 
independence. There were various pressures pushing them toward dependence 
on richer, more powerful neighbours: the need for loans, for protection and 
for temporary jobs to supplement their income. The government burdened 
them with demands for taxes, army service and corvée labour. Nevertheless, 
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comparative studies suggest that peasants can be surprisingly resilient, and 
the conditions of the Principate – prolonged peace and relatively light taxation 
in many regions – were not wholly adverse to them. The heavy taxation and 
demands for services that made rural patronage so prominent in the later 
empire and gave rise to the tied colonate had yet to arrive.  

  Orders 

 Orders are those social categories defi ned by the state through statutory or 
customary rules. Augustus restored the Republican system of orders ( ordo , 
rank), but with sharper defi nition.  15   The senatorial order remained the most 
prestigious, a small circle of several hundred families perceived to be worthy 
by the traditional standards of birth, wealth and moral excellence. Augustus 
set out to rebuild the senate and revive its shattered morale by purging it of 
members of dubious standing who had infi ltrated the order during the civil 
wars – a series of revisions brought the senate down from about 1,200 to 
600 – and by accentuating the difference between senators and those of 
lower rank. During the late Republic, senators had had to meet a census 
requirement of 400,000 sesterces, which was no different from that set for 
equestrians. Augustus fi xed a substantially higher qualifi cation for senators, 
one million sesterces.  16   In addition, the wearing of the toga with the broad 
purple stripe ( latus clavus ) was restricted to senators and their sons and 
to equestrians who had been given permission to stand for offi ce.  17   The 
recruitment of new senatorial families now lay with the emperor. Moreover, 
prohibitions on unworthy behaviour were formally legislated and not left to 
the whim of censors as in the past. Augustus disallowed legitimate marriage 
between senators and freedwomen. A later senatorial decree of  AD  19 banned 
senators and their families (and equestrians) from disgracing themselves by 
performing in public spectacles.  18   

 The senatorial order was emphatically not a hereditary aristocracy. Yet 
the prestige ascribed to high birth led Augustus to promote the hereditary 
principle in order to raise the senate’s stature. Thus, sons of senators were 
encouraged to follow in their father’s footsteps, not only by wearing the 
 latus clavus , but also by attending meetings of the senate with their fathers 
(Suetonius,  Aug.  38). Furthermore, senatorial distinction was recognized as 
extending to descendants of senators for three generations ( Digest  23.2.44 
pref.), and the order was offered incentives to reproduce itself.  19   

 The second, equestrian, order was also characterized by an aristocratic, 
not a professional, ethos. In the view of the historian Cassius Dio (52.19.4), 
the equestrian order resembled the senatorial in possessing similar criteria 
for membership – high birth, excellence and wealth – but in the second 
degree. In terms of wealth, the Republican census requirement of 400,000 
sesterces remained in force. To that was added in the reign of Tiberius a 
requirement of two previous generations of free birth – another effort to 
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increase the social distance between the privileged orders and those of 
servile origin (Pliny,  HN  33.32). Like senators, equestrians were the 
subject of attempts to legislate moral respectability, as in the  senatus 
consultum  mentioned above banning members of the two leading orders 
from performing in public spectacles. 

 The equestrian order was much larger than the senatorial order, 
numbering in the thousands, and was correspondingly more amorphous. 
Historians differ on precisely what constituted membership in the order – 
property at the required level and free birth, or possession of the ‘public 
horse’ by imperial grant.  20   The decree of  AD  19 identifi ed the order vaguely 
as ‘those who have the right of sitting in equestrian places’ at public 
spectacles. According to Pliny the elder ( HN  33.32), Tiberius later brought 
the order ‘into unity’, but nothing is said of the administrative procedures 
introduced to accomplish this. 

 The ‘unity’ did not preclude diversity. Under the Republic, some equestrians 
had had only modest fortunes and no political ambitions beyond their home 
towns, while others, particularly the leading public contractors ( publicani ) 
referred to by Cicero as the ‘fl ower of the order’, had enjoyed wealth and 
political infl uence comparable to senators’ (Cicero,  Planc.  23). Under the 
Principate, the emperors began to give administrative as well as military 
responsibilities to equestrians; as the number of equestrian offi ces increased 
and their hierarchy developed, the offi ce- holding minority of the order came 
to resemble senators insofar as they derived honour from the rank of their 
offi ce.  21   By the end of the Principate, the leading equestrian, the praetorian 
prefect, actually took precedence in court protocol over senators. The rank- 
conscious Romans would not allow the vast social gap between the greatest 
and humblest equestrian to go unmarked, and so by the late second century 
a new hierarchy of epithets was invented to designate the offi ce- holding 
equestrians ( egregius  or ‘excellent’ for procurators,  perfectissimus  or ‘most 
accomplished’ for senior prefects, and  eminentissimus  or ‘most renowned’ 
for praetorian prefects).  22   These several hundred specially distinguished 
equestrians were the minority of the order belonging to the imperial elite 
centred in Rome; the majority were essentially local notables, marked out by 
a golden ring and a narrow purple stripe on the toga ( angustus clavus ). 

 The decurions or councillors of the towns across the empire constituted 
the third of the aristocratic orders – ‘aristocratic’ insofar as decurions, like 
senators and equestrians, were expected to possess respectable birth, wealth 
and moral worth. The defi nition of respectable birth was less stringent for 
decurions than equestrians; sons of freedmen – not, ordinarily, freedmen 
themselves – were admitted to town councils. Just as the size of towns 
varied, so did the wealth of its leading citizens; in the major cities the 
wealth of some decurions exceeded that required of senators. The census 
qualifi cation of the unexceptional town of Comum in northern Italy was set 
at 100,000 sesterces, or a quarter of the equestrian census (Pliny,  Ep.  1.19). 
Moral excellence was more diffi cult to guarantee, but at least men with a 
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criminal past and those in demeaning occupations, such as auctioneers and 
undertakers, were excluded.  23   

 These requirements were designed to ensure that local councils were 
composed of men of property, whose social standing was not in question. 
Sometimes, however, people were admitted who were not highly approved 
in the Roman value system. The third- century jurist Callistratus wrote that, 
although traders should not be barred absolutely from the local council, ‘yet 
I believe it to be dishonourable for persons of this sort, who have been 
subject to the whippings [of aediles in the marketplace], to be received into 
the order, and especially in those cities that have an abundance of honourable 
men ( honesti viri ). On the other hand, a needful shortage of the latter men 
requires even the former for municipal offi ce, if they have the resources’ 
( Digest  50.2.12). Wealth was permitted to override other criteria of social 
acceptability for strictly practical reasons. Not only were councillors and 
magistrates unpaid; they were actually required to contribute fees to the 
public treasury on entry into the council or into an offi ce or priesthood. 
Their wealth was used in addition for other, voluntary expenditures to 
justify their privileged status in the community, and was the ultimate surety 
for the tax payments due to the imperial treasury.  24   

 The three elite orders comprised only a tiny fraction of the population of 
the empire. Below them in the offi cial hierarchy came the great mass of the 
humble free, and at the bottom of the heap, the slaves. Within the former 
category the principal legal divisions lay between freeborn and freed, and 
between citizen and non- citizen. The formal legal disabilities of being a 
freedman were not in practice very inhibiting: a slave properly manumitted 
by a citizen became a citizen, but was barred from the elite orders, from 
service in the legions and from legitimate marriage to senators.  25   

 The citizen/non- citizen distinction lost much of its signifi cance in the 
course of the Principate. At fi rst Roman citizens, at any rate those residing 
in the city of Rome, remained in possession of at least the vestiges of the 
rights they had enjoyed under the Republic, and the benefi ts that accrued 
from empire. Gradually the exclusivity on which privileges were based was 
lost, as the citizen body grew to incorporate provincials, a development 
culminating in Caracalla’s grant of citizenship to virtually all free inhabitants 
of the empire in  AD  212. As the distinction between victor and conquered 
disappeared, the legal divisions within the population tended to be 
overshadowed by social divisions based on the elite system of values. The 
result was the emergence by the reign of Hadrian of the formal distinction 
between the elite and the humble masses ( honestiores  and  humiliores ).  26   The 
privileged  honestiores  included the three aristocratic orders and veterans, 
rewarded for their service in protecting the social order. The remainder of 
the free population fell into the category of  humiliores , the legal disadvantages 
of which will be considered shortly. 

 In applying this rough, binary classifi cation to the free population, we run 
the risk of oversimplifying and thus distorting the social reality. In particular, 
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a sizeable heterogeneous group of men of free birth can be distinguished 
from both the elite orders and the humble masses. The  apparitores , that is, 
the lictors, scribes and other staff of Roman magistrates to whom attention 
has recently been drawn, are but a small segment of this group. However, the 
 apparitores  actually serve to confi rm the essential dichotomy, insofar as their 
rank derived from their position as appendages to the ruling aristocrats. 
There was no genuine ‘middle class’ in the sense of an intermediate group 
with independent economic resources or social standing.  27   

 Finally, slaves. In Roman law, slaves were classifi ed as chattel, not persons, 
as a ‘speaking tool’ ( instrumentum vocale ) that could be bought and sold or 
punished at the will of the masters. Some imperial rulings gave limited 
recognition to their humanity. For instance, Claudius decided that masters 
who abandoned sick slaves to avoid the costs of caring for them could not 
reclaim them if they recovered health. By the reign of Hadrian,  ergastula  (the 
private prisons on estates where slaves were kept in chains) were prohibited 
by imperial law, the punitive sale of slaves was regulated, and the master’s 
right of life and death over his slaves was taken away. Such laws may have 
suppressed some of the worst abuses, but they did not alter the slave’s 
fundamental lack of power and honour vis-à-vis his master. The psychological 
oppression associated with lack of freedom, the threat of the whip, of the 
break- up of slave families and of sexual abuse, continued unabated.  28   

 In a culture so sensitive to rank, how was the hierarchy of rank made 
known and reinforced across culturally diverse communities? Rank was 
asserted in the clothing that people wore. For senators and their sons 
Augustus reserved the toga with the broad purple stripe. Equestrians were 
marked out by the gold rings on their fi ngers and the narrow purple stripes 
on their togas. So strong was the association of rank with apparel that some 
unworthies at the beginning of the Principate usurped equestrian privileges 
simply by wearing a gold ring, prompting Tiberius’ regulations to restrict 
the rank to the deserving (Pliny,  HN  33.32). Similarly, Claudius threatened 
punishment against non- citizens who called themselves by the  tria nomina , 
the three names that, along with the toga, indicated possession of Roman 
citizenship.  29   

 Romans paraded their rank whenever they appeared in public, and 
nowhere more conspicuously than at public spectacles in theatre, amphitheatre 
and circus. In Rome, Augustus confi rmed and extended late Republican 
arrangements that allocated special seats or rows of seats to senators, 
equestrians and citizens:

  He issued special regulations to prevent the disorderly and haphazard 
system by which spectators secured seats for these shows, having been 
outraged by the insult to a senator who, on entering the crowded theatre 
at Puteoli, was not offered a seat by a single member of the audience. The 
consequent  senatus consultum  provided that at every performance, 
wherever held, the front row of stalls must be reserved for senators . . . 
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Other rules of his included the separation of soldiers from civilians; the 
assignment of special seats to married commoners, to boys not yet come 
of age, and, close by, to their tutors; and a ban on the wearing of dark 
clothes, except in the back rows.  30     

 In the municipalities, the seating was arranged to give spatial defi nition to 
the distinction between the curial order and ordinary citizens. Caesar’s law 
for the colony of Urso in Spain had already specifi ed detailed regulations for 
seating in the amphitheatre and theatre, and laid down enormous fi nes for 
violations – an indication that something more was at stake than getting a 
good seat to watch the show.  31   

 Putting everyone in his proper place was a visual affi rmation of the 
dominance of the imperial social structure, and one calculated to impress 
the bulk of the population of the empire. There were other displays of rank, 
such as the annual parade in Rome for equestrians, which Augustus renewed 
(Suetonius,  Aug.  38.3; Cassius Dio 55.31.2), and the public banquets and 
distributions in the municipalities, at which the quantity of food or money 
was handed out in proportion to rank, not need.  32   The impoverished may 
have resented this principle, even as public event after public event imprinted 
it in the communal consciousness. 

 If the advantages of high rank were conspicuous and real, so also were 
the disadvantages of falling outside the circle of privilege. Under the 
Republic, citizens had won legal protection against fl ogging, torture and 
execution, and in general, against the arbitrary use of force by magistrates. 
In the imperial age, these rights survived for a time; as is well known, they 
were asserted by St. Paul on more than one occasion. However, as the 
 honestiores/humiliores  distinction came to supersede that between citizens 
and non- citizens, the privilege of exemption from corporal punishment 
came to be reserved for  honestiores , and in a parallel development, cruel 
penalties associated with slaves were extended to the humble free. The dual- 
penalty system, together with a differential evaluation of legal testimony in 
accordance with rank, were formally enunciated in law by the end of the 
second century, but must have long been practised by judges, for they were 
deeply rooted in traditional, aristocratic values. Some decades before the 
earliest reference in the extant legal sources to a formal  honestiores/
humiliores  distinction, the younger Pliny advised a provincial governor in 
Spain to preserve ‘the distinction of orders and dignity’ in legal hearings, 
because ‘if these distinctions are confused, nothing is more unequal than 
equality itself’ ( Ep.  9.5).  33    

  Status 

 A Roman’s status was based on the social estimation of his honour, the 
perception of those around him as to his prestige. Since statuses refl ect values 
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and outlook rather than legal regulations, distinctions are less precise than in 
the case of orders. The principal ingredients of rank – birth and wealth – 
were not always in step with each other; a few of the very wealthiest came 
from very humble backgrounds, and some with the best pedigrees fell into 
poverty. Other factors, such as power, education and perceived moral stature, 
lent prestige to their holders and were not the exclusive possession of men of 
high rank. Contradictions between status and rank gave rise to tensions, 
which sometimes rose to the surface, as in the resentment felt among senators 
at the immense power exercised by Sejanus, Tiberius’ praetorian prefect and 
a man of the second rank.  34   

 Each order accommodated fi ne gradations of status. Within the senatorial 
order, which experienced a high turnover of families, those who could boast 
of consular ancestors,  nobiles , stood out from the mass of newcomers.  35   The 
minority of equestrians appointed to high offi ce in the emperor’s service 
were described as belonging to the ‘equestrian nobility’ ( equestris nobilitas ) 
long before the hierarchy of formal epithets emerged (Tacitus,  Agr.  4.1). The 
wealthiest and most powerful of the decurions came to be known as the 
‘fi rst men’ ( primores viri ).  36   This internal stratifi cation generally caused little 
diffi culty. 

 The freeborn outside the elite orders constituted by far the largest single 
group in the hierarchy of ranks, and varied much in status according to 
occupation and resources. The lack of detailed information, however, makes 
it diffi cult to penetrate the complexity of what has been called the ‘fi nely 
stratifi ed sequence of status between eques and slave’ for the empire outside 
Egypt.  37   One major division, however, is clear: that between urban and rural 
workers. Roman civilization was an urban phenomenon, built on the 
agricultural surplus from the countryside. Not only did the cities exploit the 
countryside to feed and clothe their residents, but the urban dwellers, a 
small minority of the whole population, were also contemptuous of the 
masses as ‘rustics’, who were unacquainted with the sophisticated culture of 
urban life and often literally spoke a different language.  38   

 Even at the bottom of the hierarchy of ranks, there was a wide range of 
conditions. The lot of many slaves condemned to manual labour in harsh 
conditions, in particular, in the mines, was wretched. Apuleius offers a vivid 
glimpse of the condition of slaves working in a fl our mill in his novel,  The 
Golden Ass :

  Their skins were seamed all over with the marks of old fl oggings, as you 
could see through the holes in their ragged shirts that shaded rather than 
covered their scarred backs; but some wore only loin- cloths. They had 
letters marked on their foreheads, and half- shaved heads and irons on 
their legs.  39     

 In contrast, urban household slaves generally lived in incomparably better 
physical conditions and often were allowed a  de facto  family life.  40   Slaves 
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who ran workshops or commercial operations for the profi t of their masters 
were permitted considerable freedom of action. The disabilities imposed by 
their legal position as chattel were circumvented by the device of  peculium , 
a fund allotted to slaves against which they could contract obligations. The 
 peculium  might comprise not only working capital, but also property – and 
slaves.  41   Even within the category of slaves, wealth could confer power over 
others. Responsibility within the master’s household also conferred power, 
which varied with the size and status of the household. The top slaves of 
the imperial household were able to exercise considerable infl uence and 
accumulate impressive wealth, as is attested not only by literary anecdotes, 
but also by inscriptions. Musicus Scurranus, Tiberius’ slave cashier for the 
imperial treasury in a Gallic province, received a dedication from his own 
household slaves, sixteen in number ( ILS  1514). One other important 
element in the relatively high status of domestic and urban slaves was the 
likely prospect of manumission, a possibility denied their counterparts in 
the countryside and mines. 

 For all these status differences, the ultimate legal dependence of all slaves 
made them less diffi cult to accommodate in the Roman hierarchy than 
freedmen. Freedmen – as free, Roman citizens, able to accumulate great 
wealth in theory, and sometimes in practice, and yet tainted by their servile 
background – encapsulate the contradictions between rank and status that 
Roman society had to accommodate. 

 Most freedmen were humble men, married women of the same rank, often 
remained dependent on their former masters, and consequently presented no 
awkward contradiction between rank and status.  42   Some, however, rose to a 
status not commensurate with their inferior rank. The conservative aristocrats 
who urged the Roman senate in  AD  56 to decree that disrespectful freedmen 
should be re- enslaved, were reacting against the phenomenon of successful 
freedmen, not simply against the way they humiliated their former masters 
(Tacitus,  Ann.  13.26–7). 

 Imperial freedmen were capable of reaching the summit of the propertied 
class – they contribute four of the ten richest men known from the 
Principate – and were courted for their immense infl uence even by members 
of the elite orders. Unlike other freedmen, they generally married freeborn 
women.  43   Nevertheless, their servile origins were not forgotten, and generally 
prevented their rising into the aristocratic orders. Even the ‘right of freebirth’, 
a legal fi ction by which an emperor certifi ed a freedman as being of free birth 
and eligible for equestrian rank, could not wipe away the stain of servility in 
the eyes of the elite.  44   The intensity of the hostility directed against these 
men, whose position rested entirely on their proximity to and infl uence over 
emperors, can be sensed in the abusive language employed by the normally 
mild- mannered Pliny, as he described his reaction to an inscription honouring 
Claudius’ freedman Pallas with free birth and the insignia of the second most 
senior magistrate, the praetor: ‘Personally I have never thought much of 
these honours whose distribution depends on chance rather than on a 
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reasoned decision, but this inscription more than anything makes me realize 
what a ridiculous farce it is when they can be thrown away on such dirt and 
fi lth, and that rascal could presume to accept and refuse them’ ( Ep.  7.29). 

 Aristocrats tried to justify their sense of outrage on some grounds other 
than the accident of servile birth. Freedom, citizenship and wealth, it was 
claimed, could not change the uncultured, servile spirit of a former slave. 
Petronius’ portrayal of Trimalchio is the classic expression of this stereotype 
of the boorish freedman.  45   Seneca described a real- life counterpart: ‘Within 
our own time there was a certain rich man named Calvisius Sabinus; he had 
the wealth and spirit of a freedman. I never saw a man whose good fortune 
was a greater offence against propriety’ ( Ep.  27.5). Sabinus, we are told, 
paid great sums for slaves who had memorized all the works of Homer and 
Hesiod. At dinner parties he bored guests by repeating half- forgotten lines 
learned from these slaves. To judge by the tirade of Hermeros, one of 
Trimalchio’s fellow ex- slaves in the  Satyricon  (57–8), successful freedmen 
were sensitive to the insults implicit in this elitist ideology and responded by 
emphasizing their personal accomplishments in buying their freedom and 
accumulating wealth. 

 The ideological confl ict provoked by the careers of successful freedmen 
was never fully resolved, but an institutional compromise was developed in 
the cities of Italy and the western provinces from the reign of Augustus. 
Freedmen were barred from the local council, but could be honoured with 
the offi ce of Augustalis. Like decurions and local magistrates, Augustales 
during their term of offi ce enjoyed special seats at public events and the 
symbols of authority, such as attendants ( lictores ), rods ( fasces ) and 
distinctive clothing (the  toga praetexta ). In return, they paid a fee in respect 
of their offi ce, and were exposed to the same pressure as decurions to 
provide voluntary, public benefactions. Thus the college of Augustales served 
the dual purpose of recognizing the superiority of these wealthy freedmen 
over the mass of the plebs and at the same time maintaining the most basic 
criterion of status, birth.  46   Their existence can be taken as evidence that no 
group of free men in Roman society was excluded from honours. It is, 
however, an exaggeration to compare their position as a ‘second order’ in 
the cities to that of equestrians in Rome. Unlike equestrians, they could 
move no higher. Freedmen’s sons were the true  arrivistes , not the freedmen 
themselves, since their servile birth ensured they would never ‘arrive’. 

 Like rank, status was advertised in standard ways. Since status was linked 
with wealth, it could be demonstrated through conspicuous consumption. 
Apuleius’ miser who wished to keep the size of his fortune secret by living in 
a small house with only one servant was an exception ( Met.  1.21). For 
Seneca, a fi ne mansion and numerous beautiful slaves were among the 
foremost symbols commonly associated with wealth and status ( Ep.  41.7). 
A century later Apuleius also took this for granted in his defence of the 
philosopher Crates against suspicions that the latter held the anti- social 
views associated with philosophers; the orator pointed out that Crates 
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subscribed to the dominant social values, as demonstrated by his wealth, his 
large retinue of slaves, and his house endowed with a superbly decorated 
vestibule ( Flor.  22). The size of slave staffs in the households of the wealthy 
became extravagantly large in the pursuit of status. To save money by using 
a slave to perform more than one duty was regarded as déclassé. Consequently, 
the differentiation of labour on these staffs, made up of hundreds of servants, 
became very fi ne, with slaves devoted to such specialties as hairdressing or 
folding specifi c types of clothing.  47   

 Laws were passed prohibiting conspicuous consumption, and moral 
philosophers like Seneca preached against measuring a man’s worth by his 
ostentatious display of wealth. But the emperors themselves despaired of 
enforcing sumptuary legislation against such ardent status- seekers, and 
Seneca himself was accused of accumulating incredible wealth, extravagantly 
displayed in luxuries like 500 identical citrus wood tables with ivory legs, on 
which he served banquets.  48   

 If rank was displayed predominantly on the public stage in the political 
and religious life of the city and in community events such as spectacles 
and banquets, the focal point of the parade of status was the private house. 
This was the scene of the  salutatio , according to which clients and lesser 
friends of the great and powerful congregated at the doors of their patrons 
in the early morning to pay their respects in return for food, money, 
clothing and other favours. From the late second century  BC , these morning 
callers were classifi ed and received according to their status. The  salutatio  
offered a visual demonstration of the social hierarchy in two ways. Clients 
were classed with reference to their place in the queue, and the patron in 
terms of the quality and number of his callers. The ‘crowded house’ was a 
barometer of and a metaphor for power and prestige.  49   In addition, private 
dinners within the house allowed for the display of distinctions of status. 
Just as the seating at public banquets was arranged according to rank, 
at private dinners seats, and sometimes the quality of food and drink, 
were chosen to correspond to each guest’s status (Martial,  Epig.  4.68, 6.11; 
Pliny,  Ep.  2.6.2). 

 The high visibility of these displays of rank and status made contradictions 
between them embarrassingly obvious. When Sejanus began to fear that his 
enormous power and status, excessive in comparison with his second- order 
rank, would throw suspicion on him in the eyes of Tiberius, he moved out 
of Rome to avoid the crowded  salutationes  that made his position so 
apparent (Tacitus,  Ann.  4.41). Again, the presence of the former senatorial 
master of the imperial freedman Callistus among his morning callers, and 
worse, the rejection of his greeting, were a patent and repugnant inversion 
of normal master–slave relationships (Seneca,  Ep.  47.9). Such incidents 
showed aristocrats to be no better than ‘slaves of slaves’ (Arrian,  Epict. Diss.  
4.1.148, 3.7.31, 4.7.19). One criterion of a ‘good’ emperor, in the view of 
the aristocracy, was his fi rmness in keeping his freedmen ‘in their place’, so 
preserving the proper social order (Pliny,  Pan.  88.1–2).  
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  Social mobility 

 The oppressiveness of the social hierarchy depended in part on the limitations 
in opportunities for individual and group mobility. Several factors infl uenced 
the degree of mobility, including the chances of enrichment offered by the 
economy, and demographic trends that could leave open to newcomers 
more or fewer places in the higher orders from generation to generation. It 
has been suggested that for a traditional, pre- industrial society imperial 
Rome allowed upward movement to an unusual degree. Such a generalization 
needs to be qualifi ed: mobility in certain sectors of the population may have 
been common, while for others the prospects were virtually hopeless. 

 The scale of movement among the elite orders of the Roman empire was 
remarkable. For reasons that are not clear senatorial families disappeared 
at an average rate of 75 per cent per generation – a rate of turnover 
well beyond that experienced by European aristocracies of the early 
modern period. Among patricians, an exclusive circle of families within 
the senate, of the 39 families known between  AD  70 and 117, 22 left no 
trace in the reign of Hadrian, and most of the other 17 families disappeared 
in the Antonine era. The turnover of the great majority of senatorial 
families from one generation to the next must have diluted the value of 
lineage in claims to rank and status, as few imperial senators (unlike 
their Republican predecessors) could profi t from the collective memory of 
their ancestors’ achievements. The failure of senatorial families to have their 
sons fi ll their places left hundreds of openings in each generation for the 
wealthiest and most prominent members of the local elites to move into 
the senate. The new members increasingly came from outside Italy, so that 
the proportion of provincial senators rose from a tiny fraction under 
Augustus to perhaps a quarter during the Flavian era to well over half by the 
early third century.  50   

 Access to equestrian rank and honours was even more open than to the 
senate. Simple membership in the equestrian order was not limited in 
numbers nor especially competitive among those with the necessary wealth, 
birth and citizenship. Equestrian offi ces, on the other hand, were relatively 
few and available to only a minority of equestrians. But they came open to 
new families in each generation, since very few sons of procurators followed 
their fathers into equestrian offi ce. Demographic factors aside, they were 
prime candidates for promotion into the senate. 

 Social mobility among local elites has yet to be systematically studied. 
These groups, who provided the pool of recruits for the two highest orders, 
are likely to have been more stable.  51   The relatively few curial families who 
entered the imperial aristocracy already resembled senatorial and equestrian 
families in their wealth and values, facilitating their change of geographical 
focus. Movement into the local elites, in contrast, implied an increase in 
wealth, and wealth was usually passed on within families. Nevertheless, 
the smooth transmission of patrimony and rank could be disrupted for 
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demographic and other reasons, leaving open many places for new men in 
the curial order. 

 What was the social origin of the new recruits into the urban aristocracies? 
Two upwardly mobile groups are visible in the sources: soldiers and a 
category of slaves. The success of a freeborn rural labourer, the harvester 
from Maktar in Numidia who rose to the status of a councillor and 
magistrate of his city, was highly exceptional.  52   

 Each year a few tens of thousands were recruited into the army, receiving 
citizenship if it was lacking, on entry in the case of legionaries, and on 
discharge in the case of auxiliaries. Those who survived their term of service 
received ample discharge payment, which allowed them to set themselves up 
as landowners and to qualify for the local council in an urban community 
near the frontier. For the fortunate few who formed the offi cer class, the 
army provided the means for more spectacular climbs in the hierarchy. Some 
centurions were recruited directly from the propertied class, but most were 
promoted from the ranks. With the centurionate came authority and an 
income on a par with that of decurions. The minority of centurions who 
then reached the rank of  primuspilus  received equestrian status and income, 
and the opportunity for appointment to high equestrian procuratorships 
and even (for perhaps one in a decade) to the great prefectures.  53   

 In the cities, slaves and ex- slaves had better prospects, paradoxically, than 
the humble freeborn. Insofar as profi ts could be made in commerce and 
manufacture, the more enterprising members of this group were well placed 
to make them, their masters having given them the incentive, the degree of 
independence, the initial capital and frequently the training that was 
required. Moreover, the position of favoured slaves in wealthy households 
opened up the possibility that they would be the benefi ciaries not merely of 
working capital, but also of substantial legacies. Manumission, as well as 
inheritance by birth, adoption and legacy among those of the same social 
background, played a part in the wealth- transferring process. Epigraphic 
evidence, supplemented by (hostile) literary sources, leaves no doubt that 
local councils in the western provinces were regularly replenished from the 
newly founded families of successful freedmen.  54   

 The possibility that such a group existed in the cities of the Greek East 
cannot be ruled out because of lack of evidence. A letter of Marcus Aurelius 
preserved in an inscription shows that both Athenian councils (the Areopagus 
and the Council of 500) depended upon freedmen to fi ll up their ranks.  55   This 
is a revelation for which the corpus of honorifi c and funerary inscriptions from 
Athens (and all other Greek cities) left us totally unprepared. Greek names in 
the East are ‘status neutral’, whereas in the Latin inscriptions of the West, they 
frequently indicate servile origin.  56   Whatever the social background of the 
upwardly mobile group we are envisaging, it may be assumed that they were 
patronized by the men of property who constituted the urban aristocracies in 
the East, as in the West. The controlled entry of new members into the propertied 
class was a crucial element in the stability of the Roman system of inequality.  
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  ADDENDUM 

  Status and class 
 Whether Roman society is more profi tably analysed in terms of status or class, that 
is, from a Weberian or from a Marxist perspective, was a hot issue in the 1970s and 
1980s (de Ste Croix 1981, with review by Shaw 1984c; Finley 1985a), but the debate 
subsided thereafter, coinciding, more or less, with the decline of Marxist historiography 
in general, not only in ancient history. Giardina (2007) is an illuminating introduction 
to the subject. Other recent discussions of Marx on antiquity, and class analysis, 
include Harris (1988), Wickham (1988, 2007), Lekas (1988), Shaw (1998), Morley 
(1999, 2004), Nippel (2005, 2010), McKeown (2007, 2010), Capogrossi Colognesi 
(2009, in Italian), Rose (2012, on archaic Greece), Marcone (2012, 2013, in Italian). 
While the study of the Roman economy has expanded in recent years, much of the 
debate has centred on macroeconomic issues, notably the scale, development and 
institutions of the economy, rather than the agenda of Marx, namely, the main forces 
of production (land, labour power – especially slavery) and their effective control, 
and the processes that create and maintain inequalities. 

 There now seems to be a consensus that status and class can be employed in 
parallel to highlight different aspects of Roman society. However, most research into 
Roman society has focussed (as ever) on the higher status groups (see under  ordo , 
below), if we except slavery, and implicitly accepts the primacy of status and rank. 
There has been some reaction against analyses that apply formal defi nitions imposed 
by the elite, such as the  honestiores/humiliores  dichotomy (treated most recently in 
Rilinger 1988, in German; critique in Scheidel 2006). This distinction was enshrined 
in the law and refl ects the reality of differential treatment in the law courts of the 
empire, but was never intended as social history, and should not be treated as such. 
Upper- class Romans were not of course ignorant of the fact that those below them 
in status and power were not a homogeneous mass, but they had little interest in 
mapping the pattern of economic and social inequality that existed amongst them, 
nor is this refl ected in the terminology that they use ( ordo plebeius, humiliores ). 

 More generally, vertical models of Roman society, in particular that of Alföldy 
(1985, 2011 rev. ed., in German), but also those of Jacques and Scheid (1990) and 
Winterling (2009), have begun to be questioned because of their supposed failure to 
refl ect social reality, in particular the existence of ‘middling’ groups between rich and 
poor, elite and masses. According to Scheidel and Friesen (2009), ‘economically 
middling non- elite groups’ made up around ten per cent of the population and 
accounted for around twenty per cent of total income. The ‘middling class’ of 
Mouritsen (forthcoming), with slaves and freedmen to the fore, was closely linked 
with the elite, and thus possessed the potential for advancement. This account has 
the advantage of underlining the permeability of the upper orders and the relatively 
high degree of social mobility that characterized Roman society in certain areas and 
social contexts. Further on social mobility: Andreau (1992), Mouritsen (2005), 
Patterson (2006), ch.3. The ‘middling classes’ of these discussions is not to be 
confused with the ‘middle classes’ with a distinctive identity, culture and economic 
base envisaged by Mayer (2012); cf. the ‘plebs media’ of Veyne (2000). On the 
Augustales of municipalities in the West, who have also been described as a ‘middle 
class’, see Mouritsen (2011a), 249–60, with bibliography. 
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 At the bottom of the social and economic scale, and with little chance of improving 
their position, ‘the poor’ have not been neglected (by historians), though they have 
proved hard to pin down, not least because they were by no means an undifferentiated 
group. See the various papers in Atkins and Osborne (2006); also Garnsey 
(1991/1998), Whittaker (1993), Harris (2011).  

  Ordo 
 Talbert (1984) discusses many aspects of the senate; see also Chastagnol (1992). On 
demographic matters, see Scheidel (1999a). Duncan-Jones (forthcoming), is a wide- 
ranging statistical analysis of career- patterns of senators and also equestrians. 
Chronological or regional studies include Alföldy (1976) and Birley (2005). Panciera 
(1982) is a collection of papers on the origins of senators. The seven volumes of 
Ronald Syme’s Roman papers edited by Badian and Birley (Syme 1979– ) are 
invaluable for following up individuals, or groups of senatorial offi cials. The third 
century is well covered by Jacques (1986, in Italian), Christol (1986), and Leunissen 
(1989, in German). 

 On equestrians, see Demougin (1988, Julio-Claudian period; 1992, prosopography; 
1993, second century); also Demougin et al. (1999), Nicolet (1984), Duncan-Jones 
(2006). For equestrians in the army, see Devijver (1976–2001, 1992). For the 
Republican background, see Brunt (1988), ch.3; Giovannini (2010). 

 On decurions, or city- councillors, we have seen no monographic treatment since 
Langhammer (1973, in German). The contribution of Jacques (1984, 1990) is very 
signifi cant. Of regional or local studies, the most substantial is Quass (1993), for the 
Greek East. See also Mouritsen (1988, 1997, 1998 and forthcoming), and various 
papers in the following collections: Baudry and Destephen (2012), Cébeillac-
Gervasoni (1996, 2000, 2003 with Lamoine, 2004, with Lamoine and Trément), 
Lamoine (2010, with Berrendonner and Cébeillac-Gervasoni). On Egypt, Tacoma 
(2006). On public munifi cence among local elites, see Zuiderhoek (2009a) with a 
critique of earlier literature, including the classic account of Veyne (1976), of which 
Veyne (1990) is a shortened version in English.  

  Slaves and freedmen 
 The literature on slavery is extensive. Bradley (1994) is the best short introduction. 
See also Andreau and Descat (2011, for Greece and Rome). Bradley and Cartledge 
(2011), chs. 11–22, provides comprehensive coverage. Harper (2011) on slavery in 
the late empire is essential reading for earlier periods as well. McKeown (2007, 2010) 
offers a critical retrospective on the historiography of slavery; see also Shaw (1998) 
on Finley, and the issue, now more or less dead, of whether slaves were a class; 
Rathbone (1983) is informative on the Italian neo-Marxism of the last generation; 
more generally, on the same topic, Heinen (2010, in German). The various 
contributions of Scheidel are particularly valuable, especially on slave numbers and 
sources of supply. See e.g. Scheidel (1997 – and the reply of Harris (1999) – 2005a and 
b, 2008, 2011). For Jewish slavery see Hezser (2005). On attitudes to slavery, see 
Garnsey (1996). For slaves in agriculture, see Chapter 6 Addendum. 
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 The monograph of Mouritsen (2011a) fi lls a large gap in recent scholarship on 
freedmen.  Junian Latins , that is, ex- slaves freed informally, have attracted an increasing 
amount of attention. It seems agreed that they were a numerically signifi cant group 
among freedmen. Their identifi cation in inscriptions, however, remains problematic, 
as they carry no distinctive onomastic markers. See Sirks (1981, 1983), Weaver (1990, 
1997), López Barja de Quiroga (1998). Camodeca (2006) has usefully assembled the 
dossier of Venidius Ennychus of Herculaneum, a promoted  Junian Latin . On  Junian 
Latins  (and freedmen in general) at Herculaneum see de Ligt and Garnsey (2012).      
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   Introduction 

 When Romans of the Augustan age compared their own times with their 
idealized past, they lamented, among other things, the decline in family 
morality. In early Rome discipline in the family was hard and standards of 
virtue high: in paradigmatic  exempla  fathers executed adult sons for 
disobedience in battle, and virtuous women esteemed their chastity more 
highly than their lives. Augustus clearly considered family  mores  to be of 
considerable importance, devoting much of his reforming legislation to 
marriage and child- bearing.  1   

 The fi rst emperor was right about the importance of the family in society, 
though unduly optimistic about his ability to produce effective reform. The 
family was the basic social unit through which wealth and status were 
transmitted. As such, the perpetuation of the aristocracy, the possibilities for 
social mobility, the distribution of landed wealth, and other matters 
depended fundamentally on patterns of family behaviour. Beyond the social 
realities of the time, the image of the Roman family has had a continuing 
infl uence on western legal, political and social thought. Following the 
reintroduction of Roman law in late medieval Europe, political thinkers 
used the nearly absolute legal power of the father in the family as a model 
for the power ascribed by nature to the absolute sovereign in the state. 
Again, nineteenth- century theorists concerned with the evolution of society, 
generalizing from the Roman family, proposed a universal stage in human 
history characterized by patriarchy.  2   

 There is good reason to believe that this image of stark patriarchy is not 
an accurate refl ection of family life in the Roman imperial era, but the image 
persists, in part because modern social historians have devoted little of their 
attention to the subject.  3   The family does not so much as appear in the index 
of the standard social histories of Rome written in the past decades. Research 
on the family has been left to Roman legal historians, with the result that 
much of the current image of the family is based on the law, in which ‘the 
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Romans . . . pushed things to the limit of logic’ so that the principles stand 
out ‘in sociologically misleading clarity’.  4   

 It is important to be clear about the limits of the evidence. Roman private 
law, the largest body of evidence for the family, is obviously indispensible, 
but legal rules are not a direct refl ection of current practice: they could be 
modifi ed through written agreements or disregarded. Though written 
documents were regularly used by the propertied class, too few have survived 
to give the social historian a sense of what was typical. The literary sources 
provide a corrective with statements revealing common expectations 
regarding family behaviour, but they are brief and written exclusively by 
upper- class males. The elite bias can be overcome, to a limited degree, by 
surveying the tens of thousands of funerary inscriptions of more modest 
Romans, which offer some important information about demographic 
variables and patterns of marriage.  

  Defi nitions 

 An understanding of the Roman family should begin with the linguistic 
categories of the Romans. The obvious Latin words for ‘family’ are  familia  
and  domus  (‘household’), but neither has the semantic range or emphasis of 
‘family’ as it is used today with a standard meaning of ‘father, mother and 
children’.  5   The jurist Ulpian ( Digest  50.16.195) described the various 
meanings of  familia , beginning with the distinction between  familia  as  res  
and as persons. When used for persons,  familia  could indicate (1) all those 
under the father’s power ( patria potestas ) including the wife (in a  manus  
marriage), children, the sons’ children, and adopted children; or, more 
broadly (2) all agnates (that is, those related through  male  blood who derive 
from the same house, including brothers, their children and their unmarried 
sisters, but not the sisters’ children); (3) all related through males to a 
common ancestor (in other words, the  gens  or clan, which shared a common 
 nomen ); (4) the slave staff of a house, farm or other organization. 

 The fi rst defi nition and the legal content of  patria potestas  have been 
largely responsible for the traditional image of the Roman family: a 
patriarchal household ruled by the  paterfamilias  (the oldest living male 
ascendant) and including his wife, his sons and unmarried daughters, and 
his sons’ children. For a number of reasons, it will be suggested below, this 
image does not correspond to the reality very well, and, indeed, this 
conclusion is supported by linguistic usage:  familia  in Ulpian’s fi rst sense 
simply does not appear in the literature of the late Republic and early 
empire. When Cicero in  On Duties , for instance, discussed family obligations, 
he referred to wife, children and household ( domus ), but never to  familia  
defi ned in this way. Under this defi nition most wives of the classical period 
were not in their husband’s  familia  because they were not married in a 
fashion to bring them under the authority ( manus ) of their husbands, and a 
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young boy whose father had died could possess power in his own one- man 
 familia.  A defi nition that excludes the wife not only illustrates how different 
 familia  in this legal sense is from our modern conception, but also how 
misleading it is as a basis for analysing the Roman family as a functioning 
social unit. Ulpian’s other defi nitions can conveniently be considered with 
similar meanings of  domus . 

  Domus  in the sense of household was used by Romans more commonly 
than  familia  in references to the family. Though often defi ned as ‘family’, 
 domus  covered a larger group than is usually associated with the family 
today, encompassing husband, wife, children, slaves and others living in the 
house (not unlike the meaning of ‘family’ in early modern England where 
servants as well as blood relatives were included).  6   The difference between 
Roman and contemporary defi nitions, as well as Ulpian’s fourth sense of 
 familia , underlines a cardinal fact about the Roman family: it must be 
understood in the context of a slave household staff, at least for the 
prosperous classes. The pervasive presence of slaves must have had important 
results for paternal authoritarianism, child- bearing and patterns of sexual 
behaviour.  7   

 Both  domus  and  familia  could be used to refer to kin outside the 
household, and, in particular, to descent groups. Since heavy emphasis is 
placed on descent in some cultures, infl uencing strategies of inheritance and 
marriage, some consideration ought to be given to the rather different 
notions of descent embodied in the two words.  8   Ulpian’s third defi nition of 
 familia  – ‘all related through males to a common ancestor’ – refers to an 
agnatic descent group from which a daughter’s children or a mother’s blood 
kin are excluded.  Domus , on the other hand, is a much larger group, precisely 
because it includes relatives linked through women. To judge from linguistic 
usage in letters and orations, the stress in thinking about descent among the 
Roman elite changed from  familia  in the Republic to  domus  in the early 
empire. In Cicero’s references to the family background of his friends or 
clients in court, he consistently mentioned their  familia, nomen  (name) and 
 genus  (clan), all agnatic notions. In contrast, Pliny never used  familia  in such 
contexts, but always discussed the man’s  domus , with as much concern for 
maternal relatives as paternal. This development coincided with the rapid 
turnover of membership in the Roman aristocracy under the emperors: since 
most Roman aristocrats could no longer lay claim to an agnatic lineage 
going back generations that would be recognized by their peers from other 
regions of the empire, the emphasis shifted to the respectability of the new 
man’s circle of relatives, paternal, maternal or by marriage.  

  The nuclear family 

 The evolutionary view of family history, popular in the nineteenth century 
and still repeated today, has been subjected to convincing criticism in recent 
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decades by historians who have shown that people of past times did not, as 
a general rule, live in large, extended family units.  9   The literary and 
epigraphic evidence from Rome, limited though it is, certainly gives no 
support to the traditional belief that the Roman household usually included 
several nuclear families dominated by an authoritarian, elderly patriarch. 
Classical authors assumed that it was exceptional for adult sons to live with 
their fathers and for adult brothers to share a common household in a 
 consortium.   10   A survey of funerary inscriptions indicates that the validity of 
this conclusion is not limited to the elite: not only are relatives such as 
grandfathers and uncles rare as commemorators in comparison with 
members of the immediate family, but also in comparison with friends and 
servile dependants. We would expect that if paternal grandfathers, uncles 
and cousins had regularly lived together in extended households, they would 
have formed suffi ciently close ties to have been relied upon often for funerary 
arrangements in preference to unrelated friends. And yet the paternal 
grandfather and uncle are almost entirely absent from the thousands of 
commemorations.  11   

 In the belief that for most Romans relationships within the nuclear family 
were of the greatest importance, most of the remainder of this chapter will 
be devoted to consideration of the legal, demographic, economic and 
affective aspects of the husband–wife and parent–child bonds.  

  Husbands and wives 

 In early Roman law a woman entering a marriage under her husband’s 
authority ( cum manu , presumably then the most common form) left her 
father’s  potestas  and household to join her husband. The marriage could not 
be broken off without serious cause and heavy fi nancial loss to the party in 
the wrong. While the husband lived, the wife’s dowry and any property 
accruing to her went into the husband’s full ownership. Upon the husband’s 
death, according to the rules of intestate succession, the wife was entitled to 
an equal share of the patrimony as a primary intestate heir along with her 
children.  12   

 From this rather tight husband–wife bond the law developed in the late 
Republic to the very loose relationship characteristic of the classical period. 
The form of marriage in which the wife did not transfer to her husband’s 
authority ( sine manu ) was common in the late Republic and almost 
completely replaced the old form by the time the jurist Gaius ( Inst.  1.111) 
wrote in the mid- second century after Christ.  13   In this type of marriage the 
woman remained in her father’s  familia  and legal power, and participated in 
her natal family’s property regime, not that of her husband and children. 
Thus, while the woman’s dowry went to the husband for the duration of the 
marriage, the woman was a primary heir of her father and upon his death 
became an independent property owner. The separation of the wife’s 
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property from her husband’s was reinforced early in the Principate by the 
extension of a prohibition on gifts between husband and wife to a ban on 
the wife standing as surety for her husband.  14   The woman’s independence in 
managing her property was also strengthened during this time through the 
weakening of guardianship ( tutela ) over women, fi rst by Augustus, who 
exempted women who had borne three children from the need of a guardian, 
and then by Claudius, who abolished altogether agnatic guardianship, the 
only type with any force (Gaius,  Inst.  1.145, 171). In law, then, the conjugal 
couple was not one fi nancial entity but two, with the wife enjoying complete 
legal independence in the ownership of property after her father’s death. 

 The looseness of the classical conjugal bond is also apparent in other 
aspects of the law. The husband had no legal authority during the marriage 
over his wife who was in her father’s power, but also had no general 
obligation of maintenance.  15   The fi nancial penalties for breaking off the 
marriage largely disappeared in the late Republic, and from that time a 
divorce required no more than a notice of intent to dissolve the marriage by 
either husband or wife. Augustus’ requirement of witnesses to the notice of 
intent was prompted by a need to make the end of the marriage a matter of 
public knowledge and hence adultery clearly distinguishable, but it cannot 
have served as an obstacle to divorce. 

 In sum, Roman women enjoyed a legal independence in marriage that is 
quite remarkable by comparison with the position of women in many other 
traditional agrarian societies. A striking indication of this can be seen in the 
changes introduced by the jurists in late medieval Italy. When Roman law 
was reintroduced, the classical principles of marriage in which the woman 
did not transfer from her father’s to her husband’s legal power were generally 
accepted. But the complete lack of authority of the husband over his wife 
was unacceptable, and so the law was modifi ed: the wife’s position in regard 
to her husband was assimilated to the Roman freedwoman’s subordination 
to her ex- master, to whom respect and duties were owed, and the husband 
often exercised guardianship over his wife after her father’s death (something 
not usual in classical Roman law).  16   

 This notable legal independence of the woman in marriage was no doubt 
restricted by various social customs. The conventional difference in ages at 
marriage for men and women must have encouraged a psychological 
subordination of wife to husband. A survey of Latin funerary dedications 
suggests that men in the Latin- speaking West typically married for the fi rst 
time in their late twenties or early thirties. It was for men who died at these 
ages that wives appear for the fi rst time as a signifi cant proportion of 
commemorators in place of parents; the most plausible explanation for the 
almost complete absence of wives among the scores of commemorators for 
men under twenty- fi ve is that men were not generally marrying in their teens 
or early twenties. In contrast, husbands decisively replace parents as 
commemorators for women in their late teens or early twenties. This 
evidence points to a pattern of late male/early female marriage found widely 
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in later Mediterranean societies. Literary and legal sources suggest that 
senatorial men and women probably married several years younger, but still 
with the characteristic age gap between husband and wife.  17   

 Of course, not every wife was younger than her husband, nor were the 
consequences of the husband’s usual seniority the same in all cases. 
Nevertheless, a passage from Pliny’s  Letters  about his third wife illustrates 
the results the age difference will often have had. Pliny, in his forties, wrote 
to the aunt of his wife Calpurnia, still in her teens ( Ep.  4.19): ‘I do not doubt 
that it will be a source of great joy to you to know that [Calpurnia] has 
turned out to be worthy of her father, worthy of you and worthy of her 
grandfather. Her shrewdness and frugality are of the highest order. She loves 
me – a sign of her purity. To these virtues is added an interest in literature, 
which she has taken up out of fondness for me. She has, repeatedly reads, 
and even learns by heart my works. What anxiety she feels when I am about 
to speak in court! What joy when I have fi nished! She arranges for messengers 
to tell her of the approval and applause I win as well as of the outcome of 
the case.’ In a sense this could be labelled a ‘companionate marriage’ in 
which Calpurnia shared the interests of her husband, and yet the young girl 
was clearly not on an equal footing with her consular husband, to whose 
interests and public achievement she subordinated herself. 

 Pliny’s praise of Calpurnia offers some insight into the conventional 
values of marriage, at least from the aristocratic male viewpoint. First, 
reference to Calpurnia’s shrewdness and frugality derives from the traditional 
ideal that husband and wife cooperate in running their house and estate, 
with the wife taking responsibility for managing the home while the husband 
deals with external affairs.  18   Columella in his work on estate management 
discusses the traditional role of the Roman matron in running the household, 
and then uses his idealization of the past to condemn the present, in which 
domestic tasks and management are left to slaves (12.pr.8–10). Pliny may 
have praised his wife for the traditional virtues of household management, 
but in fact slaves in aristocratic households relieved the wife of the necessity 
of housework for the joint benefi t of the family. This may provide part of the 
explanation for the difference in usual age at marriage for women of the 
upper and lower classes: in humble families without slaves the inexperience 
of a twelve or thirteen- year-old wife would have been seriously detrimental 
to the household economy, while in wealthy households it was 
inconsequential.  19   In any case, as part of his scheme to prod the aristocracy 
into returning to the ancient virtues, Augustus advertised the fact that the 
women of his  domus  performed traditional domestic tasks, an attempt to set 
an example that was no more effective than Augustus’ other attempts to 
turn back the clock. 

 The second virtue ascribed to Calpurnia,  amor  (love and devotion) for 
her husband, is connected with the ideal of the  univira , the woman who 
devoted herself exclusively to one husband.  20   Love and devotion are not 
easy to isolate and identify, and are impossible to measure, leaving historians 
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latitude to come to radically different conclusions about the quality of 
marital devotion and affection in this era.  21   Carcopino believed that marriage 
had degenerated to the point that it had ‘become merely a legalized form of 
adultery’. In complete contrast, Veyne has recently suggested that the early 
imperial senatorial order invented and disseminated a proto-Christian ideal 
of the affectionate marriage.  22   Both views are suspect. The notion of 
degeneracy depends heavily on accepting the Romans’ idealization of their 
past and the statements of moralists about the pervasiveness of contemporary 
vices, motifs that are suspect as history. The evidence for the instability of 
marriage and high rates of divorce among the elites of classical Rome, 
however, is convincing. A famous epitaph of the Augustan age boasted of a 
long marriage ‘ended by death, not broken up by divorce’ as something 
‘rare’.  23   Many elite Romans had more than one spouse in the course of their 
lives, and some went through a series of remarriages after divorce or the 
death of spouses.  24   

 The case for the ‘invention’ of the affectionate marriage by the aristocracy 
of the Principate is even less compelling. Pliny is sometimes held up as the 
prototype of a loving husband who openly expressed a new sentiment, a 
longing and concern for his wife. But a century and a half earlier Cicero 
wrote to his wife from exile about his desire to embrace her and his concern 
for her well- being during his crisis ( Fam.  14.1.3, 14.4.1). More generally, 
Lucretius in the late Republic gave poetic expression to what can only be 
described as powerful family affection. Asking what a man most fears he 
will miss after death, Lucretius answered: his home, his excellent wife, and 
his children who race to welcome him home and to secure the fi rst kiss, 
‘touching his heart with sweetness’ (3.896). The affectionate family 
obviously did not have to be invented during the Principate. The search for 
the origins of conjugal affection by Roman historians and others is a quest 
for a chimera. It might still be claimed that emphasis on the sentimental 
attachment of husband and wife increased during the Principate, but decisive 
evidence is hard to fi nd. Pliny’s letters demonstrate that marriages were still 
arranged with a view to family honour and advancement much more than 
to the compatibility of the couple or the wife’s happiness (e.g.  Ep.  6.26). But 
of course arranged marriages do not preclude marital affection.  25   

 The third virtue for which Calpurnia received praise was her effort to 
follow and appreciate Pliny’s endeavours. While she and many other wives 
may have done so as youthful admirers rather than as equal companions, 
upper- class Roman women did share in more of their husbands’ activities 
than, for instance, their Athenian counterparts, who were segregated from 
male political and social activities.  26   Roman wives were educated, attended 
dinner parties with their husbands and in the Principate began to accompany 
husbands during their tenure as governors of provinces. But the 
companionship was not on terms of equality, and not only because of the 
usual seniority of husband over wife. Calpurnia could share in Pliny’s public 
life only as a spectator at a distance because women were not allowed to 
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participate directly in political life or the courts. Though some women 
displayed literary talent, they were not as a rule educated to the same level 
as their husbands (Calpurnia was said to have taken up an interest in 
literature ‘out of fondness’ for Pliny).  27   No doubt women older than 
Calpurnia had more credibility as companions and advisers. It is clear, 
particularly from Cicero’s letters, that some older women such as Brutus’ 
mother were respected participants in political discussions ( Att. 15.10–12, 
17). On the other hand, the infl uence of a woman over her husband in 
public affairs was regarded as inappropriate, just like that of a slave or 
freedman. The governor’s wife may have accompanied her husband, but, if 
virtuous, she did not allow provincials to approach lest they try to infl uence 
the governor through her (Tacitus,  Ann.  3.33–4).  28   In private life it was 
thought praiseworthy for the wife to provide moral support for her husband. 
Pliny ( Ep.  6.24) tells a story of a wife who convinced her terminally ill 
husband to commit suicide and so end his pain by jumping off a cliff into 
Lake Como (an honourable act in the Roman view). She persuaded him by 
setting an example and jumping fi rst – the last act of a companionate 
marriage perhaps, but an asymmetrical companionship (we never hear of a 
husband bolstering his wife’s courage by joining her in death). 

 The companionship ideal was summed up by Plutarch in his  Conjugal 
Precepts  ( Mor.  139D) in the advice that husband and wife share in decisions 
about their common life, but that the husband lead. The reality of the 
husband’s domination was not always so gentle. The husband was lord of 
the  domus  with the right to exercise his authority over his slaves and his 
children, by physical punishment if he wished. The fact that the wife was not 
in her husband’s legal power may not always have exempted her from 
such domination. In his  On Anger  (3.35) Seneca asked how a man could 
complain of the state being deprived of liberty when he in his own household 
became angry at his slave, freedman, client and wife for answering back 
to him. The inclusion of the wife in this series of inferior members of 
the  domus  is suggestive. Much later St. Augustine wrote more explicitly that 
his mother meekly suffered regular beatings at the hands of his father, 
and that most other wives in the small African town of Thagaste had 
similar bruises to show ( Confessions  9.9).  29   The source is unique in 
the corpus of imperial literature, but not necessarily the wife- beating that 
it describes. 

 The wealthy in the Roman world lived off their property rather than their 
labour; as a consequence, a vital aspect of marriage was the property 
arrangement, which refl ected the ambiguous position of the woman in the 
family. Though a wife was a physical and social member of her husband’s 
family, her property was quite separate. In non- manus  marriages only the 
woman’s dowry went into her husband’s ownership. The provision of a 
dowry was regarded as a duty of the father, but was not mandatory for a 
legitimate marriage (as in Athens). While dowries were sometimes large, up 
to one million sesterces, their value and function must be put into perspective. 
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In some early modern societies, the dowry constituted the daughter’s share 
of the family estate, or at least the bulk of it. This was not the case in Rome, 
where daughters could expect an equal or at least substantial share of their 
father’s estate on his death. Insofar as we can judge from the limited fi gures 
available, Roman dowries were relatively modest in comparison with the 
father’s estate – of the order of one year’s income (5 to 10 per cent of 
the estate). Consequently, though dowries were reckoned as part of the 
daughter’s share of the family estate, they probably represented only a 
fraction of her full share. According to legal texts, they were intended to be 
of a size to contribute to the household living expenses. Modest dowries 
make sense in the Roman context of early female marriage and frequent 
divorce. A father would have been reluctant to give his daughter a full share 
of the patrimony before his own death or to hand over a large dowry to a 
husband who might well divorce the daughter and keep some fraction of it. 
The modest size of dowries also helps to explain certain noticeable silences 
in our texts: in contrast with the early modern period in Europe, few 
complaints were voiced by Romans about extravagant dowries ruining 
family fortunes; furthermore, there is little evidence for dowry hunting, in 
marked contrast with the frequent reference to legacy hunting.  30   

 The right of the wife to divorce and take much of the dowry with her, 
together with her independent right of ownership, gave some wealthy 
women considerable fi nancial leverage and freedom in their marriages. This 
should be set against the paternalism inherent in the age difference and the 
ideology of the husband’s superiority. Martial explained that he was not 
interested in marrying a rich woman lest she be a husband to him ( Epig.  
8.12). Juvenal wrote of a husband’s incapacity to control his adulterous wife 
because of his fear that she would leave him and take her money ( Sat.  
6.136). These verses no doubt contain an element of satirical exaggeration, 
but such fears are an intelligible result of Roman rules and  mores  regarding 
divorce and separation of property in marriage, rules that contrast sharply 
with other systems. In early modern English law, ‘by marriage, the husband 
and wife became one person in law – and that person was the husband 
[who] acquired absolute control of all his wife’s personal property, which he 
could sell at will’.  31   

 With the exception of the age gap, the discussion so far has concerned 
husbands and wives of the leisured classes, because the literary sources offer 
virtually no useful information about marriages between humble Romans. 
This silence has recently provided the basis for an argument that marriages 
were not entered into by ordinary Romans until aristocrats disseminated the 
institution in the Principate.  32   However, the epigraphic evidence shows 
conclusively that from the time that funerary inscriptions began to be erected 
in the late Republic, husbands and wives of low station commemorated 
each other and their marriages (e.g.  CIL  1 2 .1221). The pattern of dedications 
from the imperial era shows that rank infl uenced the selection of mates in 
the lower classes: freeborn Romans occasionally took spouses from the 



THE ROMAN EMPIRE160

servile population in  de facto  or  de iure  marriages, but more often freeborn 
and servile lived with partners of their own rank.  33    

  Parents and children 

 The characteristic feature of relations between the generations in Roman 
families was authoritarianism, or such is the impression conveyed by the 
law, in which the  paterfamilias  enjoyed sweeping powers over his direct 
descendants. As Gaius wrote in his second- century textbook of law,  patria 
potestas  ‘is the special characteristic of Roman citizens; for virtually no 
other men have over their sons a power such as we have’ ( Inst.  1.55). 
Though the father’s powers were modifi ed during the Principate, most 
remained essentially intact.  34   

 Perhaps the most striking was the power of life and death ( vitae necisque 
potestas ). The legitimacy of the use of this power to punish adult children 
was affi rmed by Augustus, but was later denied by Hadrian and then the 
jurist Ulpian ( Digest  48.8.2). Roman fathers continued until the late fourth 
century to exercise the power of life and death in choosing whether their 
newborn children were to be exposed or raised.  35   If a father decided to bring 
up a child, he had considerable legal control over it until his death. For 
instance, his consent was required for the legitimate marriage of a son or 
daughter, and only in the second and third centuries was his power to break 
up his children’s marriages restricted.  36   

 The power that would seem to have been most awkward and oppressive 
from day to day was the father’s sole right to own property in his  familia.   37   
Sons could be given an allowance or, more formally, a  peculium , but 
according to the legal rules the  paterfamilias  had the rights of formal 
ownership over all this property, including any accruing to his children 
through labour, gifts or bequests. Again, the rules were modifi ed in minor 
respects by the emperors, notably, Augustus’ grant of a fund to soldiers into 
which the income from military service was paid and over which the soldier 
had control ( peculium castrense ).  38   Because the law did not set an age of 
majority, this incapacity to own property extended to all adults, whatever 
their age or rank, whose fathers were still alive and who had not been freed 
from their father’s power by the special legal process of emancipation. 

 The  paterfamilias  also had a good deal of latitude in disposing of the 
family property upon his death. In cases of intestacy the civil law called for 
partible inheritance in equal shares among all legitimate children (male and 
female), but Romans with property typically made wills that could alter the 
equal shares.  39   Some restraints on the testator’s freedom came to be enforced. 
If a Roman chose not to institute his children as heirs, he had to disinherit 
them explicitly in the will. By the end of the fi rst century  BC  such a disherison 
could be challenged in court (by the  querela inoffi ciosi testamenti  procedure) 
on the grounds that there was not adequate cause for depriving the children 
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of their patrimony. Yet the father could preempt this procedure by leaving a 
mere fraction of his estate, a quarter, to his primary intestate heirs.  40   This 
latitude in disposition of the patrimony no doubt gave the father more real 
power to exact obedience from his adult children than the harsher power of 
life and death. 

 The consequences of this strong paternal authority have recently been 
stressed by various social historians. The oppressiveness of  patria potestas  is 
said to have provoked a marked hostility of sons toward fathers, the direct 
result of which was the Roman propensity for parricide.  41   The fortunate 
Romans, so it is said, were those whose fathers died young.  Patria potestas  
has also been invoked to prove that Roman women were really not so free: 
though they were not subject to their husbands, they continued to be in the 
power of their fathers.  42   For various reasons these portrayals of Roman 
family relations tend toward caricature. 

 The demography of the family can provide some help in understanding 
the context of the legal rules and social behaviour. Comparative evidence for 
pre- industrial societies suggests that the average life expectancy at birth for 
Romans was in the range of twenty to thirty years; it was probably in the 
middle of that range to judge from the very inadequate Roman evidence.  43   
Infant mortality must have been very common, with a quarter or more of 
newborns not surviving their fi rst year, and perhaps as many as half not 
living to age ten. Those who did survive the childhood diseases of their fi rst 
decade could expect to live another thirty- fi ve to forty years on average. 
Because of the high infant mortality rate, Roman women who lived to 
adulthood had to bear fi ve or six children on average, if the population was 
not to go into decline. Yet many couples had more children than they could, 
or wished to, raise. The father most often exercised the legal power of life 
and death in exposing unwanted children. In the literary sources, those 
peoples of the empire, such as the Jews, who did not expose unwanted 
children were regarded as anomalies (Tacitus,  Hist.  5.5; Strabo 17.824).  44   
(‘Exposure’, rather than ‘infanticide’, is used advisedly here, since the literary 
sources reveal a clear expectation that the exposed infant would not die 
immediately, but would be picked up and enslaved.)  45   

 It has not been appreciated that the late marriage age of men reduced the 
effects of  patria potestas.  Marriage of men in their late twenties rather than 
their late teens had the consequence that the generation gap was rather 
large, and that relatively few fathers were alive to witness their sons’ 
marriages. A computer simulation incorporating the Roman demographic 
variables suggests that the average difference in age between father and 
child was about forty years. By the time children reached their late teens or 
early twenties – when women usually married – more than half had already 
lost their fathers. It is unrealistic, then, to argue that a husband’s lack of 
authority over his wife did not normally leave her free because she remained 
in her father’s power. Only a fi fth or so of men at the time of their marriage 
in their late twenties or early thirties were still in their fathers’ power and 



THE ROMAN EMPIRE162

had to tolerate their interference in a decision about marriage (a quarter of 
aristocratic men, who married younger). Obviously, no more than a small 
fraction of mature Romans (less than 5 per cent at age forty) lacked the 
capacity to own property because they were still in their fathers’ power.  46   

 Clearly we must use other, more conventional methods to discover 
whether the Roman family was as authoritarian in practice as in law during 
the lifetime of the  paterfamilias.  Latin literature offers a glimpse, and not 
much more, of the quality of family relations at progressive stages of the 
lifecycle. Parents and children in Rome, it has been argued, did not enjoy 
highly developed affective bonds for several reasons. On account of the high 
infant mortality rate, parents could not afford a heavy emotional investment 
in a baby who was unlikely to survive childhood.  47   In addition, it was 
customary among the elite to entrust their children to slaves for wet- nursing 
and rearing, a custom lamented by Tacitus as contributing to Rome’s decline 
( Dial.  28–9). It would seem reasonable to posit greater distance in parent–
child relationships than we expect today, and some evidence supports this 
generalization: infants rarely received funerary memorials and a few literary 
passages display callousness toward the death of newborns (e.g. Cicero,  Att.  
10.18). On the other side, Latin authors repeatedly attest the strength of 
parental affection. Fathers grieved immoderately the death of their children, 
according to Seneca, despite the fact that they should have been numb 
to a tragedy so often repeated ( Cons. ad Marciam  9.2). The children who 
lived were a source of joy and pleasure (Seneca,  Ep.  9.7, 99.23; Fronto, 
 Ad amicos  1.12). 

 One of the most obvious shortcomings of our sources written by males is 
the lack of information about the mother–child bond from the mother’s 
perspective. Fronto was able to neglect his wife’s feelings to such an extent 
as to claim to have mourned the loss of their fi rst four children alone ( De 
nepote amisso  2.1–2). It is hardly surprising, then, that these male sources 
give us very little sense, for example, of how the pattern of frequent divorce 
and remarriage affected the bond between mother and child.  48   Since Roman 
children customarily remained with their father after his divorce, they must 
very often have had to live with a stepmother ( noverca ) and half- siblings. 
The  noverca  was assumed to have a greater interest in her own children at 
the expense of her stepchildren, and so became stereotyped as a source of ill 
will – a stereotype so deeply ingrained that even the normally dry legal 
sources repeat it ( Digest  5.2.4). We know that the frequency of divorce and 
remarriage produced complicated problems in division of the patrimony, 
and it is reasonable to assume equally awkward complexities in bonds of 
familial affection also resulted. One way for a widower or divorcé with 
children to avoid such problems was to take in place of another wife a lower 
class concubine, whose children would not be legitimate.  49   

 After childhood and years of education for children of parents who could 
afford it, what kind of relationship did older children have with their 
parents, and especially their father, in whose legal power they remained for 
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his lifetime? Was the hostility between the generations as intense as the 
stories of parricide have led some to believe? Daughters married and left 
their natal home soon after reaching adulthood, even before in the case of 
aristocratic girls, who were often married at the age of twelve.  50   As noted 
above, the law gave the father power to arrange his daughter’s marriage, 
and the evidence about the way in which husbands in fi rst marriages were 
selected in elite social circles suggests that fathers did in reality take the 
initiative.  51   It has been argued that aristocratic Roman fathers enjoyed a 
special affective relationship with their daughters throughout their lives, 
and that this produced a ‘fi liafocal’ kinship system in which kinship links 
through daughters were especially prominent. The stories of father–daughter 
affection, however, do not constitute an effective demonstration of such a 
broad generalization, nor do relatives linked through daughters appear to 
have been favoured (see below, pp. 145f.).  52   

 For young men there was an extended gap between physical maturity and 
marriage.  53   This period was not as awkward as it might have been, because 
for one reason or another many young men left their parents’ houses. Army 
service could take up some or all of these years for rich and poor citizens 
alike. Among the wealthy at Rome, it was expected that a young man 
remaining in the city would set up a separate household. In the countryside 
adult sons of local notables were often sent off to manage an outlying piece 
of property. Various ways were devised to circumvent the legal incapacity of 
those still in their father’s power to own property. While legal rules were 
developed to govern the  peculium , the literary sources, such as Cicero, 
appear to suggest that the formality of the  peculium  was often dispensed 
with, and the son was simply given an allowance which he spent as his own. 
Presumably legal questions about his ‘ownership’ of the money were rarely 
raised: it was no doubt assumed that, if the son had the money, he had been 
given it by his father and hence had his approval. In all of Cicero’s 
correspondence about providing funds for his son in Athens, the legal 
technicalities of ownership or  peculium  were never raised. Only if a son’s 
spending exceeded his allowance and he borrowed money without his 
father’s knowledge, would legal and social problems arise. An attempt to 
suppress such problems was made in the mid- fi rst century by the 
 senatusconsultum Macedonianum , which took away from creditors of sons 
in their father’s power the right to reclaim their loans in court, even after the 
father’s death.  54   

 The fi nancial dependence of an adult son on his father could result in 
serious tensions, particularly if the son fell in with a disreputable creditor. 
However, these tensions are not the peculiar consequence of  patria potestas , 
but are found in many agrarian societies. The fundamental problem arose 
from the fact that more than one adult generation sometimes had to depend 
for support on a fi xed unit of land rather than on the variable labour of each 
member of the family. Different societies adopted various strategies for 
reaching a modus vivendi between father and son. One, which the Romans 
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apparently did not use, was for the aging father to retire and turn over his 
land to his son in return for support until his death. Such strategies, however, 
did not wholly resolve the tensions: neither parricide nor stories of parricide 
are unique to Rome.  55   In fact, very few actual cases of sons murdering 
fathers or fathers executing sons are attested for imperial Rome. No doubt 
parricide did occur, as in other societies, but Seneca’s often cited generalization 
( Clem.  1.23) about the frequency of parricide is highly suspect. 

 Because men married later than women, a much higher proportion of 
them would have been independent and hence free to make their own 
decisions about when and whom to marry. There is also some reason to 
believe that their age and sex gave even those in their father’s power more 
infl uence in arranging a marriage than their sisters had. Young Quintus 
Cicero appears to have made his own survey of the fi eld of potential wives, 
but we cannot be sure that all young aristocrats enjoyed the same latitude 
( Att.  15.29). In any case, once married, the new couple were expected to 
establish a new household.  

  Inheritance and lineage 

 The Roman father’s power over, and interest in, his children did not cease 
with his death. His will largely determined the future fi nancial well- being of 
his children, who were his hope for posterity. The legal rules of inheritance 
have been briefl y described, but, as in other societies, the rules and legal 
instruments allowed for fl exibility and could be manipulated to achieve a 
family’s goals in what have been called ‘strategies of heirship’ (that is, how 
to plan a family and distribute the patrimony to the next generation). It has 
already been pointed out in regard to the Roman vocabulary of family and 
lineage that the emphasis in Roman thinking shifted from the strictly agnatic 
 familia  and  nomen  in the Republic to the  domus , which included relatives 
by marriage and descendants through females as well as males. With this 
change came an increased interest in daughters as perpetuators of the family 
line. Under the empire a daughter’s children came to be spoken of as a man’s 
‘posterity’, as they were not in the Republic. Fronto, who had no surviving 
son, wrote of his choice of Aufi dius Victorinus to be his daughter’s husband 
as a wise one ‘both for my own sake in regard to my posterity and for my 
daughter’s whole life’ ( Ad amicos  2.11). In the same vein, a letter from Pliny 
to his wife’s paternal grandfather, Calpurnius Fabatus, indicates a keen 
desire on the part of Fabatus to extend his line through his granddaughter’s 
children, whose ‘descent from both of us should make their road to high 
offi ce easy’ ( Ep.  8.10). Of course, the reference to ‘the road to high offi ce’ 
implies a preference for a male descendant, but in the absence of a son or 
grandson Fabatus was willing to place his hopes on the offspring of his 
granddaughter. This willingness to use females to continue the family line is 
refl ected in the development of extended names in the Principate when the 
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children of the family increasingly preserved the memory of both father’s 
and mother’s  domus  by taking both of their names. One blue- blooded 
senator of the mid- second century sported no fewer than thirty- eight 
names.  56   

 The recognition of women as links rather than as dead- ends in family 
lines is one aspect of a more general change in ‘strategies of heirship’. As 
pointed out earlier, any group in the population that was to be self- 
perpetuating would have had to produce fi ve or six children per family in 
order to overcome the devastation of high infant mortality. Parents who 
gave birth to fi ve or six children had a good chance of having a male heir 
survive to continue the family line and name. In many of the early modern 
European aristocracies, families were large on average, thus enhancing the 
chances of biological success. The incidence of death was unpredictable and 
so in having large families parents ran the risk of being left with too many 
surviving children and a consequent fragmentation of the patrimony. This 
dilemma was resolved in several ways. A primogeniture system of inheritance 
would ensure that the eldest son inherited most of the patrimony regardless 
of the number of children, and so would be able to carry on the family line 
at the same level of wealth and prestige. Another possibility was to discourage 
marriage of all children beyond one son and one daughter, so that no 
permanent fragmentation of the estate was necessary to support new family 
lines. 

 Roman law and custom do not seem to have adopted either of these 
options. The system of inheritance remained fi rmly partible among male and 
female offspring. Though the will could have been used to settle the 
patrimony on the eldest son, this does not seem to have happened; such, at 
least, is the implication of the assumption in our sources that disherison of 
a son was abnormal and a result of bad behaviour. Furthermore, all children 
were supposed to get married. This expectation seems to have been fulfi lled 
in the case of daughters, and to the extent that men did not marry it was not 
part of a strategy to avoid initiation of additional family lines by younger 
sons. During the middle Republic the lack of such strategies did not generally 
put great pressure on aristocratic families: they had many children and 
could hope to provide for all out of the massive infl ux of wealth into Rome 
from conquest. The fl ow largely dried up under the emperors, and this, 
together with social changes (e.g. much higher living standards for aristocrats 
in Rome), caused many aristocrats to limit their families to just a few 
children. No fi gures of any use are available for family size, but various 
authors of the Principate point to a widespread belief that having large 
families was unpopular on account of the expense and trouble. Pliny praised 
one of his friends, Asinius Rufus, for his virtuous character, one indication 
of which was his decision to have several children ‘in this age when for most 
people the advantages of childlessness make even one child seem a burden’ 
( Ep.  4.15.3). For noble women as well, child- bearing was perceived to be 
unpopular (Seneca,  Cons. ad Helviam  16.3). A fragment of Musonius Rufus 
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(15b, ed. O. Hense) suggests that even wealthy families resorted to infant 
exposure to restrict the number of children for fi nancial reasons.  57   

 Some indication that Pliny’s and Seneca’s perceptions about the reluctance 
to have children were not exaggerated is to be found in the discontent 
aroused by Augustus’ marriage laws. These laws established legal disabilities, 
particularly in matters of inheritance, for men and women who were 
unmarried or had had fewer than three children.  58   Augustus’ aim was to 
force the aristocracy to have children, but he failed and the laws were a 
continuing source of irritation until Constantine abolished them. Several 
points about Augustus’ measures are worth stressing. First, if Roman parents 
did no more than meet the legal standard of three children, aristocratic 
families would have died out very quickly. Only 40 per cent of fathers would 
have been survived by a male heir, and 35 per cent would have had no child 
to institute as heir, fi gures that belie the view that Augustus hoped to weaken 
the aristocracy by requiring so many children that aristocratic estates would 
have been fragmented.  59   

 The second point is that state intervention to force the propertied classes 
to have children and to continue their families is unexpected. In many early 
modern European societies nobles displayed a veritable obsession with 
securing male successors for their lines,  60   whereas in Rome the emperor had 
to employ carrot- and-stick methods to convince aristocrats to have three 
children, a number that would not have resulted in full replacement of their 
numbers. It was not that all Romans had abandoned concern for perpetuation 
of the family line, as Pliny’s and Fronto’s interest in their own posterity 
shows. Rather, it seems likely that many Romans came to take a more 
individualistic view of life, giving correspondingly less effort to ensuring the 
success of family and lineage.  61   Besides, Roman law and custom offered 
attractive alternatives to large families for continuing the  domus.  If a Roman 
could be satisfi ed with a daughter to perpetuate his  domus  he need have 
only half the number of children to achieve the same probability of having 
a successor as if he required a son. Better still, a man could continue the 
family name without any of the cost and trouble of a family by adopting a 
son, usually an adult, in his will.  62   This technique had other advantages as 
well. The testator could choose a son whose character was already developed, 
thus avoiding the possibility of being burdened with a reprobate natural 
son. Furthermore, being childless until his death, the testator would attract 
the attention and favours of the crowd of legacy- hunters so often mentioned 
in our texts. Indeed, part of the rationale behind Augustus’ restrictions on 
the capacity of the childless and unmarried to inherit from unrelated 
testators was precisely to neutralize the advantage that they enjoyed in the 
exchange of gifts and legacies.  63   The custom of distributing bequests widely 
outside the family, rather than concentrating the inheritance on natural 
children, is a distinctive feature of Roman society, resulting in a fl uidity of 
wealth between aristocratic families that contrasts strikingly with the drive 
in other aristocracies to prevent dispersion of the patrimony. Its role in 
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cementing relationships between unrelated Romans is considered in the next 
chapter. 

 These features of Roman society and family life – the relatively weak 
stress on natural sons as successors, the acceptability of daughters in this 
role, the recourse to adoption, the fi nancial and other pressures to limit 
family size severely, the advantages of childlessness in an inheritance system 
that dispersed patrimonies widely – all contribute to our understanding of 
why the senatorial aristocracy failed to reproduce itself (i.e., failed to fi ll the 
ranks of the next generation of the senate with its own sons). It has been 
suggested that in this respect the Romans simply fall under the general law 
that aristocracies do not reproduce themselves. Certainly the statistical 
probabilities are that even in a fully reproducing population a signifi cant 
proportion of families will fail in the male line.  64   But the Roman aristocracy’s 
failure was on a much grander scale than in many later European societies. 
The English nobility was one of the more successful in the early modern 
period: yet in the three generations from 1558 to 1641, 65 per cent of the 
families failed to produce a direct male descendant in each generation, while 
33 per cent failed in the male line altogether. The old Danish aristocracy, one 
of the least successful, suffered a decline in the total number of males of 73 
per cent over the 170 years after 1550.  65   The disappearance rate of Roman 
consular families (roughly the more successful half of the senate and the 
ones we are likely to know about) was about 75 per cent in each generation. 
Only one in four Roman imperial consuls had a son who reached the 
consulship.  66   Of course, these fi gures are not precisely comparable to those 
from later European societies – the Roman son had to reach middle age and 
win high offi ce – but even allowing for that, it is clear that the Roman 
aristocracy’s failure was at a markedly higher level, partly because some 
sons withdrew from public life but largely because many aristocrats did not 
have adult sons. Whatever Augustus may have wished, the senatorial order 
was far from hereditary. The corollary of the massive 75 per cent failure rate 
each generation was that 75 per cent of the consulships were open to men 
of upwardly mobile families. Italians and provincials moved in to take up 
the vacancies in the senatorial aristocracy and married into already 
established families.  

  Extended kinship relations 

 The  Digest  (38.10.10) preserves a long passage of the jurist Paul detailing 
the classifi cations of Roman kin. The list extends to the sixth degree of 
kinship, which, as the author says, includes no fewer than 448 categories of 
relations, beginning with the fi rst degree of parents and children, and 
proceeding as far as the great- great- great- great-grandfather ( tritavus ) in one 
direction and the great- great-great-great-grandson or daughter ( trinepos  or 
 trineptis ) in the other. As Paul noted, the jurisconsult needed to know the 
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grades of kinship in order to identify the nearest kin for purposes of 
inheritance and guardianship. The Latin terminology for kin made a clear 
distinction between uncles, aunts and cousins related through the father 
( patrui, amitae  and  fratres/sorores patrueles ) and those related through the 
mother ( avunculi, materterae  and  [con]sobrini ). 

 Whatever the social relationships among the early Latins on which the 
classifi catory terminology was based, by the classical period little pattern in 
Roman kinship relations existed that one could call a ‘system’. The law did 
preserve some old agnatic rules, but they had begun slowly to break down 
under the Republic and continued to do so under the Principate, until the 
mother’s relationship with her children in intestate succession was given full 
recognition in the Antonine era.  67   By this time the Romans had long since 
ceased to make strong distinctions between agnates, cognates and affi nes in 
daily social life. Indeed, the literary sources give the impression that Romans 
felt a duty to help ‘kin’, but the feeling of obligation did not discriminate 
between types of kin outside the immediate family. An indication of this can 
be found in the absence of distinctions in the vocabulary used by the prose 
authors. None of the words for cousin can be found in the letters of Pliny or 
the works of moral philosophy by Seneca, suggesting not only that the 
division between paternal and maternal cousins was unimportant, but that 
cousins did not loom very large in the thinking of Romans about their social 
relationships. The words for uncles and aunts do appear occasionally, 
though without any obvious difference in social roles between paternal and 
maternal uncles and aunts. General words for kin ( necessarius, propinquus , 
and  mei, tui  or  sui ) seem to have been used more often than specifi c 
classifi catory designations. Words meaning ‘mine’ or ‘yours’ were particularly 
common in reference to relatives, and they did not distinguish kin from 
unrelated dependants such as freedmen. Kin outside the immediate family 
came into consideration as one group among others deserving protection 
and help, with no special classifi cation of kin enjoying a privileged position. 

 The literary sources point to several types of services that kin provided 
for one another in Roman families. The high mortality rate meant that many 
children lost their fathers before adulthood: the computer simulation 
suggests that perhaps a third of Roman children had lost their fathers by age 
ten, and one in ten was an orphan. In cases of such misfortune, relatives of 
all types were natural candidates to take in and raise the children (Pliny,  Ep.  
2.18, 4.19, 6.20;  FIRA  III, no. 69, 11.42ff.). In looking for help and support 
in public or private affairs a Roman naturally considered kin by blood or by 
marriage as a potential source. A senior brother, a former mother- in-law, 
almost any relative could be called on to provide anything from a loan, to 
support for a candidature, to a connection to secure citizenship from the 
emperor (Pliny,  Ep.  3.19.8, 3.8, 10.51). The point to be made about these 
favours and services is that they do not serve to distinguish kinship from 
friendship or patronage. Rather, kinship was intertwined in a broader 
network of social relationships and reciprocal obligation. 
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 The provision of a dowry for a kinswoman was another common form of 
support (Pliny,  Ep.  2.4,  FIRA  III, no. 69, 11.42ff.) and raises the more 
general question of the place of kin in marriage and property considerations. 
It has been argued that the desires to keep the dowry and women’s property 
in the family and to reinforce clan unity inclined Romans to choose 
spouses from among kin, particularly parallel cousins. Marriage of fi rst 
cousins was legal in Rome until the fourth century, but close scrutiny 
shows marriage among close kin to have been exceptional. Stemma after 
stemma of aristocratic families yields no case of marriage between cousins, 
nor do the letters of Cicero and Pliny concerning marriage arrangements 
give any thought at all to the kinship of the proposed husband or wife. In 
this respect, then, there is no reason to believe that Christianity, with 
its wider incest prohibition, forced a change in familial behaviour for 
most Romans.  68    

  Conclusion 

 In a classic article, Hajnal drew a basic distinction between a pattern of late 
marriage for men and women who typically lived in nuclear family 
households in western Europe and the pattern of early marriage and large, 
extended family households in eastern Europe. In an expansion of the 
typology, a ‘Mediterranean’ type has been added, characterized by much 
later marriage for men than for women and a signifi cant proportion of 
extended family households.  69   The Roman family described in this chapter 
seems to fi t the Mediterranean classifi cation in certain important respects, 
particularly the pattern of late male/early female marriage with the 
consequent age gap between husband and wife. But the Romans diverged 
from the Mediterranean type insofar as multiple family households were 
neither the norm nor common in practice. 

 The family offers the Roman historian a promising subject for an analysis 
of the complex relationship between the law and social behaviour. On the 
one hand, the emperors and the jurists did move with the current of changing 
attitudes and practices in their legal innovations, though rather belatedly in 
cases like the recognition of the mother’s legal relationship with her children 
and the limitation of the father’s power of life and death. On the other hand; 
a fundamental conservatism in regard to basic legal principles led to a 
substantial disjunction between those principles and widespread  mores.  
Insofar as the literary sources provide insights, the legal powers of the 
 paterfamilias , oppressive as they were in theory, did not dominate the 
Roman family experience.  A fortiori , if  patria potestas  is of limited value in 
understanding the Roman family, we may be sceptical of broad arguments 
that explain basic differences in later Europe between northern and 
Mediterranean patterns of family life by the reintroduction of Roman law 
into Mediterranean lands.  
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  ADDENDUM 

 The original edition of this book was published at a moment when the study of 
Roman families and households was set for striking expansion, for reasons laid out 
by Dixon (2011). The expansion was propelled by a series of conferences and 
collected volumes organized by Beryl Rawson and Paul Weaver (Rawson 1986, 
1991, Rawson and Weaver 1997), and then extended by Michelle George (2005). 
These volumes, together with Rawson (2011), illustrate a widening range of 
questions and an increasing sophistication of methods used in the study of families 
in the Roman world. Dixon (1992) provides a general treatment of the Roman 
family, as does the collection by Laurence and Strömberg (2012). Useful sourcebooks 
have been assembled by Gardner and Wiedemann (1991), Rowlandson (1998), and 
Evans Grubbs (2002). 

 Some of the core issues raised in this chapter – the structure of the household, the 
demographic and legal frameworks of Roman family and kinship, and the values 
and symbolism associated with family relations – were further elaborated in Saller 
(1994, 1998, 1999). 

 The demographic contexts of families and households have received increasingly 
sophisticated analyses but are still matters of debate owing to the scarcity of evidence, 
especially for the countryside outside Egypt. For Roman Egypt Bagnall and Frier 
(1994) was seminal in illuminating life course and household composition in urban 
and rural areas based on census returns. The current state of the debate over nuclear 
versus multiple- family household organization is summarized by Huebner (2011). 
For Roman demography in general, see Parkin (1992, 2011), Shaw (1996), Scheidel 
(1996a, 2001), and Frier (2000). Sallares (2002) is important for the impact of 
malaria on mortality rates and their regional variation. 

 The use of funerary inscriptions to delineate demographic parameters and 
household structure for regions of the empire other than Egypt continues to be the 
subject of disagreement. See Martin (1996) and Lelis, Percy and Verstaete (2003) for 
critiques of Saller and Shaw, along with responses by Rawson (1997) and Scheidel 
(2007a, 2009b). 

 Extensive research on funerary inscriptions from different regions of the empire 
has made it clear that one should not conceive of  the  Roman family as a uniform 
social entity across the empire on account of both regional variation and changes 
through the life course: Alston (2005), Edmondson (2005), Woolf (2005), Corbier 
(2005), Boatwright (2005), Revell (2005), and Carroll (2006). For Egypt, see Bagnall 
(2007). 

 The basic familial relationships have received intensive study. Treggiari (1991) 
provides a magisterial treatment of marriage; see also Crook (1990), Larsson and 
Strömberg (2010), and Dixon (2011). For the role of mothers, see Dixon (1988). The 
father’s power of life and death over children has been examined by Harris (1986), 
Saller (1994), Shaw (2001b), and Corbier (2001). For more general studies of 
children see Wiedemann (1989), Bradley (1991), Dixon ed. (2001), Rawson (2003), 
Cohen and Rutter (2007), Dasen and Späth (2010), Dasen (2011), and Laes (2011). 
For the wider kinship network, Bettini (1991) and Saller (1997). There has been a 
growing awareness, based partially on the computer simulation of Saller (1994), that 
families and kinship networks were often incomplete on account of the ravages of 
high mortality (Parkin 2011); the pervasive presence of orphans and widows has 
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been underscored by Vuolanto (2002), McGinn (2008) and Huebner and Ratzan 
(2009). For broader studies of old age, see Parkin (1997, 2003). 

 The subtle questions of whether Roman family members experienced sentiments 
similar to those of modern families and how those sentiments evolved through the 
life course have been explored through literature and inscriptions by Shaw (1991), 
Dixon (1991 and 1997) and by Sigismund Nielsen (1997). The challenge lies in the 
methods of interpreting the symbols and representations associated with gender, the 
family and lineage: see above all Dixon (2001) and also Allason-Jones (2005), 
Hawley and Levick (1995), Kampen (1996), Kleiner and Matheson (1996, 2000), 
Setälä et al. (2002). Symbolic aspects of clothing are discussed by Edmondson and 
Keith (2008) and Olson (2008). 

 The ways in which gender distinctions were expressed and regulated in religion 
and rituals have been illuminated by Dolansky (2008, 2011). Balch (1981), Osiek 
and Balch (1997), Balch and Osiek (2003), Osiek and MacDonald (2006) address 
issues of gender, family and household in early Christianity. The role of women in the 
economy and how it was affected by gender ideology are addressed by Scheidel 
(1995, 1996b), Rowlandson (1998) and Saller (2007, 2011). For the education of 
elite women, see Hemelrijk (1999). McGinn (1998, 2004) offer a detailed treatment 
of prostitution in the Roman world. 

 The complex framework of Roman private law for citizen, non- citizen, slave and 
freed families, including the rules and instruments of inheritance, has been explored 
in a series of excellent books and articles by Gardner (1986, 1995, 1998, 2011); see 
also Corbier (1991), Champlin (1991), Evans Grubbs (1995, 2011), Frier and 
McGinn (2004), and Lindsay (2009). The law provided the basis for the intricate 
interplay between status and relationships within the household: Joshel (1992), 
Joshel and Murnaghan (1998), George (1997b), Hasegawa (2005), Vuolanto (2003), 
and Mouritsen (2011a and b). Weaver (1990 and 1997) examined the special 
situation of Junian Latin families. Phang (2001) studied family arrangements of 
Roman soldiers as affected by law. 

 Families and patterns of reproduction affected and were affected by the broader 
conditions of the economy, the state and war. Scheidel (1997) and Harris (1999) 
have debated the extent of the formation of de facto slave families and their 
contribution to the replenishing of the slave population over the centuries. The 
impact of army service on family life has been explored by Evans (1991) and 
Rosenstein (2004). Milnor (2005) and Cooper (2007) have analysed the relationship 
between the private domain of the household and the public domain of the state. 

 Our understanding of Roman families has been greatly enhanced by archaeologists 
studying domestic architecture and art historians studying visual representations of 
families. Wallace-Hadrill (1994) is the fundamental starting point for domestic 
architecture, to be supplemented by Laurence and Wallace-Hadrill (1997) and 
Wallace-Hadrill (2003). The challenge of assigning particular family activities to 
specifi c domestic spaces has become evident: George (1997a), Allison (1999 and 
2004), Nevett (2011), and Dickmann (2011). Visual representations of families have 
received attention from Kleiner (1977), Huskinson (1996) and Hope and Huskinson 
(2011), and D’Ambra (2007). Balch (2008) explored the meanings of domestic art in 
early Christian house churches.     
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     The place of a Roman in society was a function of his position in the social 
hierarchy, membership of a family, and involvement in a web of personal 
relationships extending out from the household. Romans were obligated to 
and could expect support from their families, kinsmen and dependants both 
inside and outside the household, and friends, patrons, protégés and clients. 
In the eyes of Seneca, whose longest moral essay was devoted to the subject, 
the exchange of favours and services ( benefi cia ) which underlay these 
relationships ‘most especially binds together human society’ ( Ben.  1.4.2).  1   
Seneca’s emphasis on reciprocal exchange is justifi able on several grounds: 
it eased tensions and confl icts provoked by divisions and inequalities; and it 
provided many of the services for which today we turn to impersonal 
governmental or private institutions.  2    

  Honour, status and the reciprocity ethic 

 Despite the general comment about human society quoted above, Seneca’s 
 On Benefi ts  is not a work of sociology or anthropology, but an ethical 
treatise about how men ought to conduct themselves in the giving and 
receiving of favours and services. His central premise is that a man in receipt 
of a favour owes his benefactor gratitude and a return in kind. Of the man 
who neglects this ethical precept, Seneca wrote: ‘Homicides, tyrants, traitors 
there always will be; but worse than all these is the crime of ingratitude’ 
( Ben.  1.10.4). A century earlier Cicero expressed the same view: ‘To fail to 
repay [a favour] is not permitted to a good man’ ( Off.  1.48). The ideal 
benefactor was supposed to act without thought of what was due to him, 
but this was unrealistic. It was understood both by the author of the 
 Handbook on Canvassing  attributed to Q. Cicero and by Tacitus in his 
 Dialogue on the Orators  that the orator and politician would succeed by 
distributing benefi ts that would subsequently be reciprocated. Consequently, 
Seneca could use the metaphor of treasure for benefi ts that could be recalled 
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in time of the benefactor’s need ( Ben.  6.43.3), and the language of debt and 
repayment regularly appeared in discussions of exchange between friends or 
patrons and clients.  3   

 Just as a loan created a relationship between creditor and debtor, so a 
favour or service gave rise to a social relationship between Romans. Because 
benefaction and requital were matters of honour, the dynamics of the 
exchange partially determined the relative social standing of the men 
involved. Very little pretence was made about egalitarianism in friendships. 
A man might have ‘superior friends’, ‘equal friends’, ‘lesser friends’ and 
humble ‘clients’, and the categorization of others into one or another of 
these depended on their resources (Pliny,  Ep.  7.3.2, 2.6.2; Seneca,  Ep.  94.14). 
Those who could exchange comparable benefi ts were friends of equal social 
standing, whilst most stood higher or lower in the hierarchy by virtue of 
their capacity to provide superior or inferior services in return. Some 
Romans tried to conceal the favours done for them precisely to avoid the 
implication of social inferiority arising from the fact that they had to turn to 
someone else for help. The proper conduct of a recipient was to acknowledge 
and advertise his benefactor’s generosity and power. 

 Three rough categories of exchange relationships can be distinguished for 
analytical purposes according to the relative social statuses of the men 
involved (though the dividing lines between them were not clear and were 
sometimes intentionally obscured by the Romans themselves): patrons and 
clients, superior and inferior friends (or patrons and protégés), and equal 
friends.  

  The emperor as patron 

 Augustus sought to establish his legitimacy not only by restoring the social 
order, but also by demonstrating his own supremacy in it through the 
traditional modes of patronage and benefi cence. Much of the  Res Gestae , 
his own account of his reign, was an elaboration of the staggering scale of 
his benefi ts and services to the Roman people (15–18). In Pliny’s  Panegyric  
(e.g., 2, 21), the ideology of the good emperor was one not so much of an 
effi cient administrator as of a paternal protector and benefactor.  4   Since 
subjects could not repay imperial benefactions in kind, the reciprocity ethic 
dictated that they make a return in the form of deference, respect and loyalty. 
Consequently, as Seneca pointed out, the emperor who played the role of 
great patron well had no need of guards because he was ‘protected by his 
benefi ts’ ( Clem.  1.13.5). 

 The emperor distributed his benefi ts individually to those who had access 
to him and, more broadly, to favoured groups, notably the Roman plebs and 
the army. Proximity to the emperor opened up to a privileged circle, including 
friends of high rank, relatives, and servile members of his household, a wide 
range of benefi ts from offi ces and honours to fi nancial assistance to citizenship 
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and the right of tapping the water supply. The norms guiding the distribution 
of these goods and services were openly particularistic, in contrast to the 
universalistic rules associated with modern bureaucracies. They were treated 
as personal favours granted to the loyal, not as governmental services and 
positions to be distributed on the basis of impersonal competition and 
universally available to all qualifi ed citizens or subjects. In return, devoted 
service and gratitude were expected, one manifestation of which was the 
naming of the emperor in the will. T. Marius Urbinas caused a scandal by 
failing to acknowledge Augustus’ generosity to himself in this way (Valerius 
Maximus 7.8.6). From more conscientious friends and clients Augustus 
received 1.4 billion sesterces in bequests over the last twenty years of his 
reign (Suetonius,  Aug.  101).  5   

 The emperor also took on the role of benefactor of the plebs, in the cause 
of order and the security of his regime. Augustus’ interest in the tribunate, 
the prerogatives of which he gradually assumed between 36 and 23  BC , is to 
be explained in these terms. The appeal of the tribune lay in its historic role 
as the champion of the common people. More important, Augustus saw to 
the material needs of the masses by tending to their supply of food, water 
and housing, by providing public shows and by occasional distributions of 
considerable sums of money to all male citizens of the city. The sums cited 
in  Res Gestae  were the equivalent of at least several months’ rent for the 
poor (15). Whatever their feelings about these handouts, later emperors felt 
compelled to continue in this role. Though the plebs lost all semblance of 
constitutional power with the transfer of elections to the senate in  AD  14, 
they still possessed means of making their discontent known and the 
emperor’s position awkward, whether through protests at public spectacles 
or riots in the streets.  6   

 Emperors did not and could not monopolize patronage. They did not 
attempt to be universal patrons to all their subjects, since universality would 
have undermined the incentive for personal gratitude on the part of the 
subjects.  7   Far from contemplating the suppression of the patronal networks 
of the aristocratic houses in Rome, emperors positively encouraged them by 
providing some of the resources that helped aristocratic patrons like Pliny to 
reward their clients. The letters of Pliny show Trajan granting offi ces and 
citizenship at Pliny’s request, thus bolstering Pliny’s status as an effective 
mediator. The successful emperors were the ones who kept the imperial 
aristocrats content by allowing them to maintain their exalted social status, 
and that implied a willingness to permit the great houses to display their 
patronal infl uence in the traditional way.  

  Patrons and clients 

 Tacitus in writing of the ‘part of the populace . . . attached to the great 
houses’ ( Hist.  1.4.) attests the patronal ties linking aristocrats and members 
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of the lower classes in the city of Rome. The  salutatio  and other Republican 
customs characteristic of patronage continued throughout the Principate, 
though with a different complexion. After  AD  14 the relationship could no 
longer revolve around the electoral process. In the  Handbook on Canvassing  
(11) it was stressed that a Republican candidate for high offi ce had to make 
every effort to win followers of all ranks, even to the extent of lowering 
himself by mixing with and fl attering members of the lower classes who 
would ordinarily be beneath his dignity. In the imperial era the impotence of 
the popular assemblies deprived the ordinary people of their political 
leverage and, with it, the incentive for aristocrats to treat their humble 
clients with a modicum of respect.  8   The patron’s arrogance toward his 
clients was a common motif in imperial literature (e.g. Martial,  Epig.  2.68). 

 Nevertheless, some  quid pro quo  was still possible and provided the basis 
for patronal exchange. Clients could contribute to their patron’s social 
status by forming crowds at his door for the morning  salutatio  (Tacitus, 
 Ann.  3.55) or by accompanying him on his rounds of public business during 
the day and applauding his speeches in court. In return, they could expect 
handouts of food or  sportulae  (small sums of money, customarily about six 
sesterces in Martial’s day) and sometimes an invitation to dinner. Martial 
lists attendance on a patron as one way that an immigrant to the city of 
Rome might hope to support himself, though he warns that the  sportulae  
were not enough to live on. They must have been just one of the possible 
supplements to the grain dole ( Epig.  3.7 and 8.42). These epigrams were 
written after the inauguration of Vespasian, whose more austere habits were 
supposed to have set an example for a retreat from the lavish clienteles of 
the Julio-Claudian era (Tacitus,  Ann.  3.55). Martial’s verses and other 
evidence, however, leave no doubt that the  salutatio  and other patronal 
customs continued to characterize life in Rome throughout the Principate.  9   

 Patron–client bonds extended out from Rome to the provinces. Like the 
emperor, governors and other offi cials representing his power had a patronal 
role. In a speech before a governor of Africa Proconsularis, Apuleius claimed 
that provincials esteemed governors for the benefi ts they conferred ( Flor.  9). 
This is corroborated by a number of north African inscriptions dedicated 
by provincials to governors as their ‘patrons’. In their offi cial capacities 
governors could help provincials secure citizenship, offi ces and honours from 
Rome, and they could also make administrative and legal decisions in their 
favour. The public dedications to governor ‘patrons’ from lawyers ( advocati ) 
may strike the modern reader as an ominous sign of corruption, but in fact 
highlight the differences between ancient and modern ideologies of 
administration (e.g.,  CIL  VIII 2734, 2743, 2393).  10   Governors also received 
from grateful provincials gifts (or, differently interpreted, bribes) and support 
in case of a prosecution for maladministration after the governor’s term of 
offi ce. For his part in discouraging a prosecution against a senatorial ex- 
governor of Gaul, T. Sennius Sollemnis received from the former governor a 
tribunate on his staff in Britain (salary paid in gold), several luxury garments, 
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a sealskin and jewellery ( CIL  XIII 3162).  11   The advertisement of all these 
details on a public monument demonstrates that the exercise of patronage in 
government was not considered dishonourable or corrupt. 

 As the provincialization of the Roman aristocracy progressed in the late 
fi rst and second centuries, a steadily increasing number of provincials had 
fellow townsmen well placed in Rome to serve as patronal mediators 
between themselves and the Roman rulers. This gave them alternative means 
of access to the benefi ts distributed from Rome, and also a means of 
infl uencing the administrators sent out to rule them. No longer were they 
governed by foreign conquerors, but by friends of friends. The increasing 
integration into the patronal networks centred on Rome was naturally most 
advantageous to the well- connected – that is, the local elites. The plight of 
the tenants on the imperial estates of the  saltus Burunitanus  illustrates how 
the patronal links between local magnates and imperial offi cials could result 
in collusion whereby the former drew on the force of the latter to reinforce 
their own ability to exploit the  humiliores  (see above, p. 135).  

  Patrons and protégés 

 The relationship between patron and protégé, or superior and inferior 
friends, falls between that of friendship on equal terms and that of patron 
and humble client. Because the label  cliens  was regarded as demeaning, 
considerate patrons generally avoided using it in references to their junior or 
less powerful friends.  12   Since the extant Latin literature was written largely 
by the ‘superior friends’, the word  cliens  rarely appears in descriptions of 
protégés, with the consequence that some historians have argued that the 
Romans did not consider these relationships to be patronal nor should we 
analyse them as such. But if we defi ne patronage as ‘a reciprocal exchange 
relationship between men of unequal status and resources’, then bonds 
between patrons and protégés clearly qualify. Further, the contrary argument 
minimizing the dependence of ‘lesser friends’ on their ‘superiors’ goes astray 
by taking the polite language of the superiors at face value. Young and 
ambitious men behaved in ways typical of  clientes  in their search for 
powerful supporters: Plutarch refers to aristocrats in search of high offi ce as 
those who ‘grow old haunting the doors of other men’s houses’, a reference 
to attendance at morning  salutationes  ( Mor.  814D). Finally, the argument 
from the absence of the particular words  patronus  and  cliens  in descriptions 
of these relationships fails to take account of all the evidence. While 
courteous patrons generally did not wish to highlight the inferior social 
position of their protégés by calling them  clientes , the latter did use  patronus  
in dedications to their benefactors. For example, C. Vibius Maximus, starting 
out in his equestrian career, honoured his  patronus , the senior equestrian 
governor of Numidia, L. Titinius Clodianus, for his support in securing 
offi ce ( Ann. Epigr.  1917–18, 85). 
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 The question of how to categorize these relationships is more than a 
quibble over words, insofar as it draws attention to the issue of whether 
they were characterized by the dependence and deference associated with 
patronage. Pliny’s relationship with his supporter, the senior senator 
Corellius Rufus, suggests that they were. Corellius Rufus paid Pliny the 
compliment of treating him as an equal, but his behaviour was taken as 
complimentary only because they were not equal ( Ep.  4.17.4). Pliny showed 
a deferential attitude in seeking and following the advice of his supporter on 
nearly every issue ( Ep.  9.13.6). In their unequal exchange Corellius provided 
support that Pliny, as a new man, depended on for advancement in his career, 
while Pliny displayed respect, extended his patron’s infl uence after the 
completion of the latter’s career by acting on his advice, and fi nally provided 
help for Corellius’ family after his death ( Ep.  4.17.4–7). The quasi- paternal 
quality of these friendships stands out in Pliny’s description of his own 
protégés, who used him as a model, accompanied him on his daily business 
and even assumed the toga with the broad stripe ( latus clavus ) in his house 
( Ep.  8.23.2, 6.6.5f.). 

 Several features of imperial society gave this type of patronage a special 
importance in the Principate. Patronal support was essential in the 
recruitment of the imperial elite, because no bureaucratic mechanisms were 
developed to supply the next generation of aristocratic offi cials. The 
emperor’s role in making these appointments is often emphasized, but in the 
absence of training schools or application procedures the emperor had to 
appoint those brought to his attention by senior friends like Corellius Rufus. 
The mediators who supported the careers of young senators and equestrians 
were generally patrons rather than fathers, because most young aspirants 
were from new families and only a small fraction of those in the early stages 
of their careers (perhaps a fi fth of thirty- year-olds) had a living father on 
account of the relatively late age at marriage for men.  13   Thus, the imperial 
elite was renewed, and the new families from across the empire were 
introduced to traditional Roman ways, in large part through the patron–
protégé bonds. 

 The exchange between patron and protégé extended beyond the political 
sphere. Pliny’s letters show him offering lesser friends support in a legal 
matter related to an inheritance ( Ep.  6.8), a gift of 300,000 sesterces ( Ep.  
1.19) and other fi nancial favours. The smaller resources of these protégés 
normally precluded a comparable return – that is what made them ‘inferior 
friends’ – but they could honour their patron with gratitude and, more 
concretely, with bequests after their death. 

 The literary talents of some protégés gave a few of these relationships a 
cultural dimension. While some authors and poets of the Principate were 
men of substantial means and high rank, others hoped to support themselves 
by writing for patrons. In return for the fame that would accrue to the 
patron of a successful author, the latter might hope that his patron would 
draw attention to his work and improve his material position with gifts 
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ranging from an estate and an apartment in the city to an offi cial salaried 
appointment, money, clothing and food. Many writers were disappointed by 
lack of generosity and others had no need of it, but that should not obscure 
the fact that important literary fi gures from Virgil to Martial did receive 
signifi cant material support from patrons, such as Maecenas, Seneca and 
C. Calpurnius Piso, who viewed themselves as supporters of literature.  14    

  Friends 

 Roman philosophers placed great value on friendship, stressing that ideal 
friends should share common interests and values without thought of 
self- interest.  15   Though the philosophers eschewed material advantage as a 
motive for friendship, for other Romans (and indeed for the philosophers in 
their more pragmatic moments) the exchange of services was a foundation 
for friendship (Fronto,  Ad M. Caesarem  1.3.4f.). The exchange between 
friends of comparable social standing and resources had a different character 
from those described above. Though neither party was in a permanent 
position of superiority, one or the other might be better placed at a particular 
time to confer a favour. 

 The glittering prizes of late Republican senatorial politics were no longer 
available, yet support in the competition for magistracies and other posts 
before the emperor and in senatorial elections remained essential. Governors 
had staff offi ces to bestow not only on their own ‘lesser friends’, but also on 
those of their peers. Pliny introduced a request that his friend Priscus confer 
such a post on a protégé of his with the comment that Priscus had had time 
to reward his own friends and should now be prepared to spread his favours 
more widely ( Ep.  2.13.2).  16   

 The fi nancial favours exchanged between friends of comparable resources 
were generally more sporadic than the continuing dependence of a humble 
client on a patron. Despite their wealth, even senators occasionally found 
themselves with temporary liquidity problems, which they solved by turning 
to friends and kin for gifts or loans. The praetorian games expected of 
senators, for example, required heavy outlays of cash to which friends often 
contributed (Seneca,  Ben.  2.21.5). If a wealthy Roman suffered a catastrophe, 
such as a fi re in his home, it was customary for his friends to contribute to 
reestablishing the household (Juvenal,  Sat.  3.220). The wealthiest Romans 
also used friends to look after their widely dispersed property (see above, 
pp.  93ff.). As a fi nal gesture, the services of friends were customarily 
acknowledged by means of bequests in wills. To leave friends out of a will, 
or worse, to criticize them in a will, was an insult that drew public attention 
(e.g. Fronto,  Ad Pium  3.3). Legacies could be very valuable, allowing some 
Romans to make fortunes from them and giving rise to the literary topos of 
the base legacy- hunter who courted favour with the old and childless (Pliny, 
 Ep.  2.20; Seneca,  Ben.  4.20.3).  17   
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 The custom of distributing large bequests to valued friends helps us to 
understand why forensic oratory continued to be an avenue to success, as in 
the Republic. The impact of the new political regime can be judged by a 
comparison of Cicero with the imperial orator M. Aper, as portrayed in 
Tacitus’  Dialogue on the Orators  more than a century later. Forensic oratory 
could no longer be the path to electoral success for Aper as it had been for 
Cicero. Nevertheless, because effective oratory was still needed to win civil 
and criminal cases, the successful orator could win valuable friends, 
especially the infl uential and the wealthy childless, to promote his career or 
to enrich himself. All of this has to be understood in the context of reciprocity 
in friendships, since, in contrast to the lower- class advocate who made his 
living through fees, the gentleman orator relied on his friends’ generosity in 
returning his favours (Quintilian,  Inst.  12.7.12). 

 The benefi ts exchanged in friendship resemble those given between 
patrons and protégés, but the tone of friendship on an equal footing is 
different. Pliny’s relationships with men like Priscus were characterized 
by courteous cooperation. Behind the facade of cooperation lay competition: 
if a friend failed to make a return of the same order, he risked slipping 
into the position of a ‘lesser friend’ and losing honour in the process. 
In contrast, Pliny’s relationship with Corellius was not competitive, 
because genuine equality was not possible. Corellius was the backer, and 
the roles were not reversible. Pliny eventually surpassed his supporter, 
but his success as a new man was not a foregone conclusion, and he 
needed whatever help he could get from senior senators like Corellius and 
Verginius Rufus. 

 The personal exchange relationships described above effectively mitigated 
cross- order confl ict and tension, the importance of which has often been 
exaggerated. Specifi cally, the old view that emperors preferred as administrators 
equestrians, who were directly dependent on them for offi ces and honours, 
rather than senators, who were potential competitors for power, is no longer 
tenable. Many senators were as dependent on imperial favour as equestrians, 
many equestrians were more directly tied to the senatorial mediators who 
won them offi ces and honours than to the emperor, and senators and 
equestrians were generally integrated through kinship, friendship and 
patronage into a single social network. Consequently, equestrians as a group 
were not noticeably more loyal than senators.  

  The plebs: patronage, self- help and coercion 

 Patrons did not enter into relationships with their social inferiors 
indiscriminately. In his division of the ordinary people of the city of Rome 
into the good and the bad ( Hist.  1.4.), Tacitus characterizes the former by 
their attachment to the great houses – an implicit commitment to the social 
order as it was.  18   The latter were not caught up in patronal relationships 
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with the rich, because they were thought to have nothing to contribute to a 
reciprocal exchange relationship or because they wished to avoid the 
humiliation of dependence. 

 Upper- class writers show little interest in vertical links between the high 
and the low, but have even less to say about horizontal bonds between the 
latter. A plethora of informal relationships between individual neighbours 
and work associates have gone largely unrecorded. However, one institutional 
manifestation of these relationships, the  collegium , is well known from 
numerous inscriptions and some largely hostile references in the literary 
sources.  19   

  Collegia , made up of a few score or few hundred urban residents, were 
essentially mutual aid societies formed to meet basic needs of their members. 
Organized around cults to patron deities or by occupation, these associations 
provided for decent burial of the dead as well as periodic festive dinners for 
the living. Unable to rely on family, many Romans took the precaution of 
arranging burial before their death by joining a  collegium  and paying small 
monthly dues. In a long inscription detailing the rules of a  collegium  in the 
small Italian town of Lanuvium, the membership fee was specifi ed as 100 
sesterces, with dues of slightly more than one sesterce per month, which 
guaranteed a funeral attended by club members.  20   These fees were meant for 
modestly prosperous men, as were the club dinners with a menu of good 
wine, two asses worth of bread and four sardines per member. Lower down 
in the social hierarchy was another stratum, the impoverished who could 
not afford club membership and whose bodies, consequently, were dumped 
unceremoniously into mass graves. 

 Though these  collegia  were associations of humble men, they still exhibit 
some of the hierarchical features so characteristic of Roman society. Like the 
larger community,  collegia  were often patronized by the wealthy.  21   In the 
case of the association in Lanuvium, Caesennius Rufus provided an 
endowment of 15,000 sesterces to fi nance club dinners honouring the 
birthdays of himself and his family. Further, the club rules show a typically 
Roman appreciation for rank and the authority of offi ce: the chief magistrate 
of the club, the  quinquennalis  (the title taken from municipal offi ce), received 
double portions at the banquets and was protected from ‘insolent language’ 
by a special fi ne of twenty sesterces. 

 Despite the conservative attitudes implied by such rules, the authorities 
were always suspicious of these associations and fearful lest they become 
sources of unrest. In the late Republic, demagogic tribunes like P. Clodius 
had made use of the  collegia  in their campaigns to undermine the authority 
of the Roman magistrates by violence. Under the Principate, those  collegia  
that had achieved respectability because of their long histories and the 
special public services they were held to perform (apparently in the area of 
fi re fi ghting, building construction and religious ceremonial) were allowed a 
continuous and even a privileged existence.  22   Religious and burial clubs 
were also authorized. But the emperors remained suspicious of plebeian 
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organizations as seedbeds of undercover political activity. Hence, an imperial 
rule prohibited meetings of these associations more often than once a 
month. Pliny, Trajan’s special envoy in Bithynia/Pontus, a province with a 
bad reputation for disorder, was instructed to issue a decree prohibiting 
associations. Christian gatherings were assumed to fall under the general 
prohibition (Pliny,  Ep.  10.96.7), and also groups with an apparently 
utilitarian function. Trajan rejected a request from the people of Nicomedia 
for a fi re brigade. Pliny, who had viewed the proposal sympathetically, was 
reminded by the emperor that ‘this province and especially these cities have 
been troubled by cliques of this type. Whatever name we may give for 
whatever reason to those who come together for a common purpose, 
political clubs emerge quickly from them’ (Pliny,  Ep.  10.34). 

 Imperial regulation of urban gatherings and distribution of benefi ts were 
not enough to prevent violence in the cities. Republican magistrates had had 
no police forces to suppress urban unrest, and military units were by 
tradition forbidden from crossing the ‘sacred boundary’ ( pomerium ) around 
the city. In the midst of recurring urban violence the senate in 52  BC  dispensed 
with tradition and summoned Pompey to reestablish order in the city with 
troops.  23   Augustus then organized the fi rst standing forces in Rome: the 
praetorian guard, the urban cohorts and the night watch ( vigiles ). The initial 
impetus for these organizations was partially political in the beginning – to 
support Augustus against challenges – but they did come to perform various 
policing functions in the city. Despite their presence, pervasive street crime 
aroused constant fear among urban residents (Pliny,  HN  19.59). The military 
units were more effective in controlling the crowds at public spectacles. 
When a theatre crowd in  AD  32 abused Tiberius for allowing grain prices to 
rise, the emperor resorted to the traditional Republican response of asking 
the senate and the magistrates to use their authority to suppress the verbal 
insolence (Tacitus,  Ann.  6.15). To prevent vocal protest from developing 
into a riot, the presence of a praetorian cohort became a regular feature of 
public spectacles. In  AD  55, Nero experimented by removing the guard at the 
games, ‘in order that there might be a greater show of freedom, that the 
soldiery too might be less demoralized when no longer in contact with 
the licence of the theatre, and that it might be proved whether the populace, 
in the absence of a guard, would maintain their self- control’ (Tacitus,  Ann.  
13.24–5). The soldiers were brought back the following year, but it is 
noteworthy that a consideration in Nero’s initial decision was freedom of 
expression. 

 Away from Rome, the authorities had both less to offer urban populations 
in the manner of subsistence and entertainment, and less institutional 
apparatus for repressing disorder or other activities classifi ed as undesirable. 
Army detachments were sometimes available for policing purposes, especially 
in provincial or regional centres. Thus soldiers are much in evidence in 
accounts of actions taken by authorities against Christians. To a large extent, 
however, communities were left to police themselves. Many Greek cities of 
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the East had magistrates, irenarchs, charged with the maintenance of order, 
but they had only small forces at their disposal and no power to punish. In 
addition, sources as diverse as the New Testament (Acts  18.12–17) and 
Apuleius’  Golden Ass  ( Met.  10.28) testify to initiatives taken by ordinary 
local men to capture criminals and troublemakers and bring them before 
Roman offi cials for imprisonment and punishment. The local or imperial 
authorities (away from military zones) established full control only in and 
around the cities. In the countryside, especially in rough terrains, banditry 
was a constant problem.  24    

  ADDENDUM 

 The nature of the fabric of Roman imperial society, its network of friendships and 
patronal connections have been investigated in depth and debated over the past 
twently- fi ve years. Garnsey (2010) places the evolution of patronage in its many 
manifestations within the context of the great political shifts from the Republic to 
the late empire; see also Wallace-Hadrill (1989a) and Winterling (2009) on the 
change of political setting. Wallace-Hadrill (1989b) comprises a collection of essays 
on various aspects on patronage in Greek and Roman societies; Saller (2000) 
discusses status, patronage and social mobility. 

 After the publication of Saller (1982) debate centred on the appropriate 
defi nition of patronage and the distinction between patronage and friendship. Some 
scholars argue for a clear distinction between patronage and friendship, and 
emphasize the non- utilitarian and/or horizontal quality of Roman friendships: 
see above all Griffi n (2003, 2013), also D’Arms (1990). Inwood (2005) offers a 
careful interpretation of Seneca’s  De Benefi ciis , especially its preoccupation with 
ingratitude (the absence of which from contemporary moral philosophy is indicative 
of the differences between Roman and modern value systems). Konstan (1995, 
1997) emphasizes the affective and egalitarian qualities of ancient friendships. 
Other scholars have written in detail about the reciprocity ethic and the substantive 
content of exchange: Dixon (1993), de Blois (2001a), and Verboven (2002). On 
the semantics of  patronus, cliens, amicitia , and so on, see Verboven (2011), Lowe 
(2013), and Lavan (2013). Lendon (1997) describes the broader value system 
based on honor. For the relevance of the concept of patronage in the Greek East, 
Eilers (2002). 

 In addition to Garnsey (2010) and Wallace-Hadrill (1989b), Woolf (1990) and 
Roller (2001) discuss the emperor as patron. For municipal and provincial patronage, 
see Nicols (1990), Eilers (2002), and Lomas and Cornell (2003); for women as 
patrons, Forbis (1990) and Hemelrijk (2004 a and b). 

 Literary patronage has been explored by Gold (1987), White (1993), Bowditch 
(2001), and Nauta (2002). Cloud (1989) cautions against taking the poets’ 
descriptions of patronage at face value. Damon (1997) explores the caricature of the 
lowly parasitic  cliens . Hemelrijk (1999) discusses women as literary patrons. 

 Leunissen (1993) and Eck (2002) emphasize the career structure, norms and rules 
regulating imperial appointments to senatorial and equestrian posts, within which 
patrons could exercise infl uence. 
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 Women as patrons could pose interesting challenges for traditional male views of 
the gender hierarchy: in addition to Hemelrijk (1999, 2004 a and b, 2008), see 
Woodhull (2004), and Osiek (2006). Osiek is one of the scholars who are investigating 
the role of patronage in texts of the early Church, surveyed by Lowe (2013). 

 Garnsey and Woolf (1989) analyse rural patronage; Woolf (1990) considers the 
 alimenta .     
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     The offi cial Roman religion was a cluster of beliefs expressed in an elaborate 
system of institutions and rituals. The Romans accepted that the safety and 
prosperity of their communities depended upon the gods, whose favour was 
won and held by the correct performance of the full range of cult practices 
inherited from the past. Supervision of the state religion was in the hands of 
the political authorities. Priesthoods were held by the same men who held 
political offi ce. In Rome, as in other societies, religious institutions and 
practices refl ected the power relations within the community and provided 
the justifi cation for the existing order.  1   

 Given that religion was embedded in the political structure of the state, 
the transition from oligarchy to monarchy inevitably brought changes in the 
framework of the offi cial religion. Religious offi ces, as all others, fell under 
the control of the emperor. The life offi ce of high priest ( pontifex maximus ), 
won by Julius Caesar with heavy bribery against the senior conservative 
aristocrat Lutatius Catulus in 63  BC , was taken over by Augustus in 12  BC  
without contest; only his political sensitivity delayed his assumption of the 
post until the death of the incumbent. Succeeding emperors were high priests 
 ex offi cio.  The priestly colleges were deprived of their infl uence over political 
decision- making and reoriented toward service of the emperor. The main 
task of the Arval Brothers, for example, was to intercede with the gods for 
the welfare of the emperor and his family. Religious practices with 
Republican political associations were phased out. Thus public divination 
went into disuse, whether the regular consultation of the gods by senior 
magistrates that preceded important decisions or actions, or the interpretation 
of unusual natural phenomena by professional diviners. In the past, the 
senate had presided over such operations. Under the new regime, the taking 
of the auspices, notably by generals, was treated as an imperial prerogative; 
while divine wrath, as manifested, for example, in 23–22  BC  in the onset of 
epidemic disease accompanied by alarming prodigies (Cassius Dio 54.1.1), 
was met not with the customary expiatory procedures, but with practical 
measures taken on imperial initiative, the revival of ancient cults, 
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brotherhoods and ritual practices, moral reform and a concentration of 
power in the emperor’s hands. 

 These developments were of minor signifi cance in that they did not alter 
the religious culture of Rome. Augustus was a religious conservative. 
Traditional religious forms provided a vehicle by which he was able to 
express his policies and conceptions of revival and restoration. The rebuilding 
of temples, the reorganization of sacerdotal colleges, ever stricter limitation 
of their membership to the high elite, and the rejection of new cults were 
signals that nothing had changed. The main innovation in the area of cult 
associated with the Principate, the cult of the emperor, was easily grafted 
onto the traditional state religion. The imperial cult was a product of internal 
political developments, and its introduction compromised the political, not 
religious, sensibilities of the more traditionalist Romans. For this reason it 
was instituted in Rome only after Augustus’ death, although Augustus had 
been an object of worship in his lifetime in Italy and all over the empire. 

 In this chapter we pursue two main themes, the infl uence of Rome on the 
local religions of the enlarged Roman empire, and the stability of the offi cial 
state religion itself. How extensively was Roman religion transplanted in the 
enlarged empire, by whose initiative and with what effect on indigenous cult 
systems? Secondly, how was it that the offi cial religion remained more or 
less impermeable and unresponsive to new religious movements until the 
end of the second century? This despite claims by historians that the ‘constant 
receptivity’ of the Romans to new religious forms is one of the ‘best attested 
general characteristics’ of their religious life.  2    

  The impact of Rome 

 Rome’s main export to the empire was the cult of the emperors. This was the 
only Roman intrusion in the area of cult that was tolerated in the Greek 
world, whose cultural superiority was asserted by Greeks and conceded by 
leading Romans through much of our period. The acceptance of the imperial 
cult in the eastern Mediterranean did not involve the displacement or 
subordination of the cults of the traditional gods. The Greek- speaking 
provinces already knew ruler cults celebrating Hellenistic kings, cults of 
individual Roman offi cials, typically proconsuls, and other cults which 
recognized Roman power, of which the cult of Rome is simply the best 
known. The domination of the East by Rome, and of Rome by Augustus, 
put an end to the creation of new cults of kings and governors, while the cult 
of Rome was easily transformed into a cult of Rome and Augustus or a cult 
of Augustus alone. The latter was offered Augustus by the Asians and 
Bithynians as soon as he had emerged as victor in the civil war, it was 
refused, and instituted none the less; the former was pronounced acceptable 
for non-Roman citizens only (Cassius Dio 51.20.7–8; Suetonius,  Aug.  52). 
This response was in character. Augustus was at once making allowance for 
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the sensitivities of the Roman upper classes, and discreetly asserting the 
inseparability of emperor and state. Certain of his subjects saw no merit in 
moderation in this context. The exceptional honours paid to Augustus by 
Greeks, their enthusiastic appreciation of the benefi ts of his rule, the overt 
and detailed comparisons made between the emperor and the gods, and the 
organization of the cult at both provincial and local level together make it 
possible to identify the reign of Augustus as a crucial turning- point in the 
history of ruler cult. The cult continued to diffuse and prosper over the next 
two centuries. There was a change in tone and in superfi cial characteristics. 
Augustus’ successors, at least until the Severan age, received fl atter and 
shorter honorifi c decrees and fewer cults, generic cults tending to replace 
cults in the name of an individual. But these are indications of routinization, 
not lack of vigour.  3   

 The imperial cult appealed to Augustus, as it did to later emperors, as a 
way of focusing the loyalty of provincials on the imperial  persona.  In the 
East, the initial impetus came from the provincials themselves, as 
communities, anxious to eradicate the memory of their support for Antony 
in the civil war, transformed existing cults and institutions to accommodate 
it. But the work done by Roman governors in encouraging and even 
orchestrating these moves, or by the authorities in Rome, including the 
emperor, in approving proposals forwarded to them and occasionally taking 
the initiative, should not be neglected. In the West, the part played by the 
Roman authorities and their representatives in the provinces in propagating 
the cult was much more central. Proconsular prompting can be shown or 
suspected to lie behind the public expression of devotion to Augustus at 
provincial or regional capitals like Carthage and Lepcis Magna in north 
Africa.  4   Provincial as opposed to local city cults of the emperor in the West 
likewise originated in imperial initiatives. It is noticeable that the cult was 
established at the provincial level in newly conquered, un-Romanized 
provinces before its introduction into peaceful, relatively Romanized 
provinces. This signifi es that the provincial cult of the emperor was fi rst 
employed as an instrument for the promotion of the military and political 
might of Rome. It was used by the fi rst emperor in no other way. 

 The foundation of the provincial cults near Lyon and in Cologne defi nes 
the character and limits of Augustan policy in this area. The imperial cult for 
the provinces of the Three Gauls at Condate, at the confl uence of the Rhône 
and the Saône, was instituted on Augustus’ birthday in the year of his 
assumption of the offi ce of high priest, 12  BC . Drusus, the emperor’s stepson, 
was at hand just before his German war to convoke and direct the inaugural 
meeting of the provincial council (Livy,  Epit.  139), of which the local leader 
and fi rst high priest was Gaius Iulius Vercondaridubnus, a notable from the 
Aeduan tribe based on Autun. The cooperation of the tribal leadership was 
not always assured. In  AD  9 the Aeduan’s counterpart at the city of the Ubii 
(Cologne), Segimundus of the Cherusci, absconded to join the German 
rebels (Tacitus,  Ann.  1.39.1, 57.2). The Aeduan and Treveran chiefs who led 
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the revolt of  AD  21 might have included former high priests of Rome and 
Augustus at Condate (Tacitus,  Ann.  3.41). In Britain, too, the institution of 
the imperial cult by Claudius at Colchester (Camulodunum) at the 
inauguration of the new province in  AD  43 predated the pacifi cation of the 
people and the winning of the loyalty of the local leadership. The temple to 
the Divine Claudius subsequently erected on the site was represented by 
Tacitus as a symbol of domination in perpetuity. This description 
misrepresents neither the sentiments of the rebellious Britons in  AD  60 nor 
the intentions of the Romans. Tacitus lets slip the detail that the expensiveness 
of the priesthood was a grievance ( Ann.  14.31). The message had not yet 
sunk in among the native leadership that the prestige of the priesthood more 
than compensated for its cost.  5   

 In contrast, Augustus left the older and more Romanized Iberian provinces 
and Gallia Narbonensis without a provincial cult. Tarraco, the capital of 
Hither Spain, received a civic cult of Augustus in about 26  BC . It may have 
been diffi cult for the city to avoid requesting one, and for Augustus to avoid 
granting its request, given that ambassadors from Mitylene bringing a decree 
conferring divine honours on Augustus found him there ( IG  IV 39). This 
happy coincidence may also explain the relatively early award of a cult of 
the Divine Augustus to the province of Tarraconensis, following 
representation by the provincials at the court of Tiberius in  AD  15 (Tacitus, 
 Ann.  1.78). Augustus had not given it to them a generation earlier. Despite 
the comment of Tacitus that Tiberius in conceding the cult had created a 
precedent, no province apart from Lusitania is known to have followed suit 
( AE.  1966,177). It was left to Vespasian to establish the imperial cult in 
Baetica, Narbonensis and Africa Proconsularis, as part of a drive by an 
uncharismatic,  arriviste  emperor to bind the empire in loyalty to him and to 
the Flavian family. Tarraconensis was a deviant case.  6   

 The imperial cult is important for its novelty, (eventual) ubiquity and its 
functions as a conveyor of imperial ideology, a focus of loyalty for the many, 
and a mechanism for the social advancement of the few. The widespread 
diffusion of the traditional gods of Rome was a complementary and closely 
associated phenomenon. The development was not confi ned to Roman 
colonies and municipalities abroad, although in the early stages the 
transplantation of gods, priesthoods and major festivals into these 
communities served to mark them off from others of lower status. The 
prominence of the capitoline triad of Jupiter, Juno and Minerva is marked, 
particularly from the time of Trajan. The building of capitols in north Africa 
is a second- century phenomenon, spilling over into the third. 

 Under the infl uence of Trajan and Hadrian and later emperors, the triad 
became an essential element of the imperial ideology and propaganda.  7   The 
capitol in the forum at Dougga in Africa Proconsularis, where a native city 
coexisted with a new urban agglomeration, was dedicated for the safety of 
the emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. The pediment, depicting 
the apotheosis of their predecessor, Antoninus Pius, underlined their present 
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status and future prospects. Jupiter’s connection with the emperor and the 
imperial cult was particularly close. A contract inscribed on a wooden tablet 
found at London was sealed by an oath to Jupiter Optimus Maximus and 
the Genius of the Emperor Domitian. Trajan began a fashion when he shared 
the face of coins with Jupiter. A certain Fortunatus set up a monument at 
Maktar in Numidia in the Severan period consecrated to Jupiter for the 
safety of the emperors. In the East, the cult of Zeus, the Greek equivalent of 
Jupiter, prospered. The temple of Olympian Zeus at Athens was completed 
under the direction of the emperor Hadrian, who took the title Olympios as 
the earthly representative of the god.  8   

 What was the effect of the massive exportation of Roman gods on native 
religions? The question, framed in this way, has very limited relevance for 
the East, outside Roman colonies and the Roman army, which were certainly 
outposts of Roman religion and culture. Augustus and his successors set 
about breaking the independent political and economic power of the large 
sanctuaries, but in Asia Minor, at least, the cults themselves were unaffected. 
This is unsurprising, in view of the substantial degree of overlap between 
Roman and Greek religion, and Rome’s ‘failure’ to make any impression on 
Hellenic culture in general. In this case, moreover, the emperors showed 
their commitment to the spread of Hellenism by turning over the temples 
and their priesthoods to the authority of the cities, the seats of Hellenic 
culture. There was no question of subjecting them to direct Roman control, 
much less altering or deforming the cults by introducing the more obviously 
Roman aspects of Roman religion. In Egypt, considerable damage was done 
to local cults, as the priesthood was gradually shorn of its wealth, 
independence and privileges and the less powerful temples went into decline. 
In this, the circumstances of Augustus’ rise to power, the distaste of Romans 
for animal- worship, and the strong tradition of bureaucratic government as 
opposed to local, civic autonomy in Egypt each played a part.  9   

 What occurred in Egypt was rather less than the repression of cults 
judged to be ‘non-Roman’. In general, Rome’s contact with alien religions 
was marked by peaceful penetration rather than coercion. The consequence 
of Roman cultural dominance outside the East was none the less the 
disintegration, or at best the simplifi cation, of local religions. Coexistence of 
Roman and native cults can be illustrated, as in the high plains of Sitifi s in 
Mauretania Caesariensis, where a market was placed under the protection 
of Jupiter, the deifi ed king Juba and the local guardian spirit the Genius 
Vanisnesi ( ILS  4490). But syncretism or fusion was the more common 
phenomenon. In north Africa, Saturn was increasingly associated with 
Jupiter, Caelestis with Juno. The Roman-Celtic Mercury was Lug in another 
guise, and Taranis was readily identifi ed with Jupiter. Minerva found 
counterparts in a number of local deities, including Sulis, the water goddess 
of Bath (Aquae Sulis). Mars coalesced with and then absorbed the Iberian 
Cosus. Local gods that never received Roman names can be assumed to 
have faded out, at least in the urban environment, which was the stage 
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where the Roman–native religious and cultural confrontation was played 
out. The gods that disappeared in Roman Gaul include those connected 
with sovereignty and war, prominent in the period of independence.  10   

 The Romans, however, did encounter cults and institutions that they 
were unwilling to absorb. Strabo employs a rough three- fold distinction 
among cults and practices between the  politika , that is, those characteristic 
of a  polis , the savage and those in an intermediate grade (165). The fi rst are 
praiseworthy, and the third could be tolerated. The second, however, are 
disapproved of, and, says Strabo, have been suppressed where possible. 
Sacrifi ces, divination and other practices involving human victims are in 
question. Why were they suppressed? Strabo gives no reason beyond the 
bland statement that they were un-Roman. After describing the Gallic 
custom of nailing heads of enemies to the entrances of homes, he continues: 
‘But the Romans put a stop to these customs, as well as all those connected 
with the sacrifi ces and divinations that are opposed to our usages. They used 
to strike a human being whom they had devoted to death in the back with a 
sabre and then divine from his death struggle. But they would not sacrifi ce 
without the Druids’ (198). 

 Writing a century after Strabo, Tacitus in his remarkably evenhanded 
treatment of German religion in the  Germania  – giving credit where it was 
due for piety, respect for tradition, devotion to divination, absence of 
anthropomorphism – employs the  religio– superstitio  distinction to mark off 
Roman from un-Roman elements. But the distinction, which could in any 
case be turned against offi cial Roman religion itself, as by Varro and Seneca 
(Augustine,  de Civ.D.  6.10), is not applied rigorously and lacks explanatory 
force. 

 Sheer moral repugnance, which surfaces more conspicuously in Tacitus 
than in Strabo or Caesar, contributed to the decision to suppress. The 
Romans moved against human sacrifi ce everywhere, in north Africa, where 
it was associated with Saturn (Baal-Hammon), as well as in Gaul. But the 
essential explanation is political. ‘But they would not sacrifi ce without the 
Druids,’ says Strabo. Religious, social and political authority were 
intermeshed in Celtic and German society. Suppression of Druids in Gaul 
and Britain, and hostility toward the prophetesses of Germany, are 
manifestations of the traditional Roman policy of stamping on those 
elements of an indigenous religion that impeded the advance of their 
empire.  11   

 Judaism was another ethnic religion whose autonomy was at risk, though 
in quite different circumstances.  12   Again it is the political aspect of the 
Jewish problem which should hold our attention. The origin of Rome’s 
failure to coexist peaceably with the Jews does not lie in the incompatibility 
of this exclusive, monotheistic religion with the offi cial religion, or in the 
distaste felt for Jewish religious practices by members of the cultural elite 
including Cicero, Tacitus and Strabo (who, however, has praise for the 
Jewish religion and state in the time of Moses). Similarly, the earlier policy 
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of toleration, enunciated by Julius Caesar, confi rmed by Augustus and 
carried on by Claudius, was not a response to the antiquity of the Jewish 
religion and the steadfastness with which it was clung to by its adherents, 
though these were given due acknowledgement. It was from political 
considerations that toleration was adopted and later abandoned in favour 
of confrontation. 

 Toleration of the Jews had its origin in an approach to the Romans by 
envoys of Judas Maccabee in 161  BC  after Antiochus IV’s unprecedented 
attack on the Jewish religion. The Romans were interested in embarrassing 
and weakening Syria, and agreed to a declaration of friendship. In the 
following century, the Jews lent valuable military assistance fi rst to Caesar 
and subsequently to Octavian in the civil wars, moved by outrage at 
Pompey’s capture of Jerusalem and violation of the Holy of Holies, and by 
the diplomatic necessity of rallying to the victor of Actium. The outcome 
was a series of offi cial edicts and letters to Greek cities in the East instructing 
them to permit resident Jews to observe their traditional religion. These 
documents were the fruit of brilliant diplomacy on the Jewish side, not 
Roman initiative. In time, moreover, memories of Jewish favours to Rome’s 
rulers grew dim and were replaced by a current perception, spiced with 
prejudice, of the nuisance- value of Jews both in their homeland and abroad. 
From the Roman point of view, the Jews proved themselves congenitally 
incapable of either cooperating with the Roman provincial authorities 
within their home territory, or coexisting peaceably with Greeks in the cities 
of the eastern Mediterranean.  

  Continuity and change in the 
offi cial religion 

 Did the Roman authorities in the period of the Principate show any interest 
in appropriating foreign cults that were in principle compatible with their 
own? How accessible was the state religion to foreign infl uences? 

 The Romans are often credited not only with a tolerance of foreign cults 
in their local setting, but also a readiness to adopt them as their own. Yet 
under the empire no new gods were given offi cial status as gods of the 
Roman state before the emperor Caracalla secured the admission of the 
Egyptian Isis and Serapis in the early third century. 

 Roman receptiveness to alien religions is a feature of the early and middle 
Republic and of no other period.  13   The early Romans expanded their 
Pantheon in two main ways: they ‘captured’ the tutelary deity of an enemy 
state (typically by the ritual of  evocatio ), or they ‘summoned’ a prestigious 
foreign divinity (Asclepius, Magna Mater) to cope with a national emergency 
(epidemic, invasion). The series of innovations came to a climax but also to 
an end with the importation of the Great Mother of the gods, Cybele or 
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Magna Mater, at the time of the invasion of Italy by Hannibal. This was a 
Phrygian goddess whose worship was marked by ecstatic dancing, 
culminating, at least when practised at the cult centre of Pessinus, in self- 
castration. The senate quickly purged the cult of its more extreme features 
and made it unavailable to Roman citizens. 

 Thereafter, no more exotic cults came in by invitation, and those that 
arrived in Rome and Italy uninvited were liable to be attacked as subversive. 
The cults in question – beginning in the 180s  BC  with the worship of Bacchus, 
and proceeding through the Egyptian gods, Judaism and Christianity to 
Mithraism, well entrenched by the mid- second century  AD  – were subversive 
in two ways. First, they threatened to break the exclusive control of the 
political authorities over religious activities. The senate, and later, the 
emperors, were confronted with a series of autonomous, exclusively religious 
organizations devoted to divine service. The Bacchanalians, for example, 
had their own cell structure, oath of membership, treasury, and lay and 
priestly hierarchies. Secondly, the new cults threatened to undermine rather 
than supplement the ancestral religion. Whereas the gods of the Roman 
state made no demands on the individual, and promised him no rewards 
except in his capacity as a member of a political collectivity, the so- called 
mystery religions required conversion and ritual purifi cation, and offered 
revelation, redemption, and to the few, the prospect of deeper religious 
experience. The cult of Mithras freed the incorporeal soul from the material 
body and enabled it to rise gradually through the seven planetary spheres to 
Saturn and thence to the realm of the fi xed stars. 

 The ‘failure’ of Roman governments of the Principate to expand the 
offi cial state religion to accommodate alien cults is therefore quite 
predictable. Yet the arrival of an emperor at the head of the government 
created the possibility of change. To put the matter at its simplest, some day 
an emperor with pronounced monarchical tendencies might take offi ce, one 
who was a devotee of a personal religion, and who would set about bringing 
the offi cial religion into line with his own. Two questions are of interest: 
what factors delayed that development, and how did governments cope 
with the intrusion of new cults in the interim, that is to say for the major 
part of our period? 

 To answer the fi rst question we need to scrutinize the policies of the 
creator of the Principate. In Augustus, a sensitivity to the political traditions 
of Rome was combined with a backward- looking religious policy and a 
social conservatism. The essential facts are well known, and a brief summary 
can suffi ce. First, the Augustan constitution was a monarchy, but it was built 
on the political structures of the old Republic. The constitutionality of the 
position of the emperor, and the continued (if in practice diminished) roles 
of the established organs of government, were central planks. The second 
and third points are closely linked. The depth of Augustus’ religious 
conservatism is beyond debate. But in addition, the senate as rebuilt by him 
was likely to share his views; it was as close to the old senate in social 



RELIGION 195

composition and values as it was possible to get after a decade and a half of 
destructive civil wars. 

 The heritage of Augustus was hard to shake off. In the fi rst place, the 
status of the emperor and the imperial ideology do not show a decisive 
change before the end of the second century. We might contrast the relation 
between on the one hand the Flavian dynasty, on the other the Severan, and 
the Egyptian gods. The devotion of the Flavians to Isis and Serapis was 
exceptional.  14   Vespasian represented himself as the elect of Serapis on the 
basis of certain miraculous experiences he had undergone in Alexandria in 
the critical early days of his bid for power. Domitian owed his life to Isis, 
having escaped Vitellius’ men by dressing as a priest of the goddess. Yet the 
Flavians, a new family lacking charisma and authority, drew a fi rm line 
between their personal religious choices and the offi cial religion. The 
Severans were also  arrivistes , but their conception of themselves and of 
the imperial  persona  was suffi ciently elevated to enable them to reorganize 
the state religion in accordance with their own preferences. The uninhibited 
(or megalomaniacal) behaviour of the last Antonine emperor, Commodus, 
in his last years had shown the way. Commodus had represented himself as 
Hercules, participated fully and openly in the festivals of the Egyptian gods, 
incorporated a prayer to Serapis in the offi cial prayers of the new year, and 
saluted Serapis  Conservator Augusti  on his coins. All that was left for 
Caracalla to do was to introduce the Egyptian gods into sanctuaries within 
the sacred boundary of Rome (the  pomerium ) and reconstruct the offi cial 
Pantheon around them. Where the gods of Egypt had entered, Syrian gods 
could follow.  15   

 Secondly, the conservative governing class that Augustus bequeathed to 
the Roman state acted as a restraint on religious innovation. In the two 
centuries that followed his death, the social base of the upper classes 
broadened, but not the social outlook and religious values of their members. 
Isis and later Mithras as new, lower- class religions had virtually no appeal 
for the senate of the Principate.  16   The antipathy of senators of the late 
Antonine and Severan age for the religious developments of their period can 
be read in the pages of Cassius Dio. The advice offered by ‘Maecenas’ to 
‘Augustus’ in Dio’s history is at one level an endorsement of Augustan 
religious conservatism by a Severan senator reacting against the rapid pace 
of political and religious change in his world:

  Therefore, if you desire to become in very truth immortal, act as I advise; 
and furthermore both yourself worship the Divine Power everywhere and 
in every way in accordance with the traditions of our fathers and compel 
all others to honour it. Those who attempt to distort our religion with 
strange rites you should abhor and punish, not merely for the sake of the 
gods, but because such men, by bringing in new divinities in place of 
the old, persuade many to adopt foreign practices, from which spring up 
conspiracies, factions and cabals, which are far from profi table to a 
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monarchy. Do not, therefore, permit anybody to be an atheist or a 
sorcerer. (52.36)   

 Whatever was in Cassius Dio’s mind when he wrote this passage, the plan of 
action attributed to Maecenas does resemble Augustus’ actual religious 
policy. Augustus did champion the traditional religion. He did move against 
Isis and her kindred deities, for reasons unstated but not mysterious (Cassius 
Dio 53.2.4; 54.6.6). Conservative forces in the late Republican senate had 
engineered the banning of Egyptian religions on several occasions, and their 
cult followers were implicated in the political violence of the 50s and perhaps 
again in the late 20s, the fi rst decade of Augustus’ reign. Finally, Augustus 
was to some extent a prisoner of his own propaganda war against Egyptian 
gods and their champions or personifi cations Antony and Cleopatra.  17   

 But the statement in Dio is defi cient as a summary of the policies of later 
emperors. In particular, repression was selective, sporadic and short- lived. 
Emperors typically moved against a suspect cult or practice when an actual 
or threatened breach of law and order had been brought to their attention. 
After the reign of Tiberius, imperial hostility to the Egyptian gods simply 
faded away, while a number of emperors were fascinated by or devoted to 
them. Mithras, the last of the mystery cults to establish itself in Rome, Italy 
and beyond, was never in danger of persecution, because it fostered 
acceptance of the status quo. It won a following especially among soldiers 
and slaves, both imperial and private, callings in which submission to 
authority was given special emphasis. Leaving aside Judaism, which in any 
case received protection from Augustus and Claudius, no cult was as actively 
persecuted as were the practices of astrology and magic. 

 Unlike other alien ideological infl uences, astrology and magic invaded all 
sections of Roman society.  18   Emperors were disturbed by the political 
implications of the popularity of astrology among the Roman upper classes. 
If emperors could use astrology freely, as they did, for aid in decision- making 
and for information about their span of life, then covertly disloyal members 
of the political classes could do the same as a preliminary step to revolution. 
Magic was, and is, a complex phenomenon. At one level it was a set of 
practices designed to secure success in the law- courts, in love or at the races, 
or injury to or destruction of another person. In a more ‘scientifi c’ version, 
as practised by members of the cultural elite like the African Apuleius, it 
appears as a form of practical philosophy. We do not know who was banned 
for sorcery by the authorities (nor what practices they followed). What lay 
behind such coercive action was the fear of the potential use of magical arts 
by members of the upper classes to jeopardize the safety of the emperor. 

 The offi cial reaction to astrology, magic and for that matter Stoic and 
Cynic philosophy, which also secured a following at the highest level of 
Roman society, were untypical. They do not help us defi ne the attitude of the 
state authorities to the alien theodicies in their midst. We have seen that the 
permeability of the Roman state as measured by the enrolment of aliens as 
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citizens, as soldiers and as members of the governing class itself, was not 
matched by a broadening of the base of the state religion. The offi cial 
response to innovation was either negative or, more often, passive. 
Unauthorized religious cults and organizations that could not be controlled 
or eradicated were simply allowed to exist. This attitude falls far short of the 
policy of toleration with which the Roman state is usually credited.  19   
Meanwhile, the steadfastly maintained impermeability of the ancestral 
religion deprived it of the infusion of strength it needed to face a new foreign 
cult that was monotheistic, universal, exclusive and intolerant.  

  The rise of Christianity 

 Christianity was the main benefi ciary of the failure of the defenders of the 
state religion to control innovation. Christians invited persecution by their 
denial of the gods of Rome, which earned them the label of atheists.  20   They 
even refused to take an oath by the emperor’s guardian spirit, thus giving 
rise to the suspicion that they did not accept his earthly supremacy. However, 
no emperor before Decius in the mid- third century tried to root out the 
Christians. Instead, they were inclined to follow the policy established under 
Trajan not to hunt down the Christians ( conquirendi non sunt , Pliny,  Ep.  
10.96). When the authorities did become involved in confrontation with 
Christians, this was in individual, local contexts, where law and order, the 
supreme Roman desiderata, were placed in jeopardy, thanks to the agitations 
of opponents among the pagans and less often among the Jews. Justin 
Martyr claimed that the Christians were innocuous ( Apol.  1.68). Melito, 
bishop of Sardis, produced the bold, sophistic argument for the benefi t of 
Marcus Aurelius that Christianity was worthy of protection because its 
fortunes and those of the Principate were linked in history from a shared 
beginning and mutually guaranteed:

  Our philosophy fi rst grew up among the barbarians, but its full fl ower 
came among your nation in the great reign of your ancestor Augustus, 
and became an omen of good to your empire, for from that time the 
power of the Romans became great and splendid. You are now his happy 
successor, and shall be so along with your son, if you protect the 
philosophy that grew up with the empire and began with Augustus. Your 
ancestors nourished it along with other cults, and the greatest proof that 
our doctrine fl ourished for good along with the empire in its noble 
beginning, is the fact that it met no evil in the reign of Augustus, but on 
the contrary everything splendid and glorious according to the wishes of 
all men. (Eusebius,  Hist. Eccl.  4.26.7ff.)   

 Nevertheless, Christians did become from time to time the centre of civil 
disturbance. Insofar as a religious factor lay at the root of the problem, it 
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was the traditional view that the welfare of the state and its subjects 
depended upon divine favour, and that the  pax deorum  (peace with or from 
the gods) was secured by the performance of established rituals and 
jeopardized by their non- performance, with dire consequences. The gods 
showed their anger by sending plague, famine and other natural disasters, 
plus civil and foreign war – responsibility for which was sometimes 
attributed to the Christians. 

 There was, however, no general persecution prior to the reign of Decius. 
What had changed? According to the conventional view, the Decian 
persecution took place against a background of political and military disaster. 
The political order had all but collapsed, and enemies were invading on all 
sides. The survival of the empire as an entity was at stake, and the emperor 
in reaction sought to regain the favour of the gods by organizing a massive 
demonstration of the loyalty of the empire. But we may question whether it 
was so obvious to Decius that the empire was falling apart. The great 
calamities, including the death in battle of Decius himself, lay in the future. 
Decius, it might be argued, had restored the northern frontier and now set 
out to strengthen his position by bidding for the support of the empire at 
large. His imperial edict was a thoroughly old- fashioned gesture, to cap the 
millennial games of his predecessor Philip: the people of Rome were 
summoned to a  supplicatio  in the old style, an act of corporate veneration of 
the tutelary gods of the state.  21   But in addition, Decius had the mentality of 
an emperor from the Balkans. These were hard men with a narrowly realistic 
view of the priorities of the imperial offi ce, and a fi rm determination to 
impose order and discipline on the world. Diocletian is the model, and, 
unlike Decius and Valerian, he persecuted from a position of strength. 

 Our major interest, given the chronological limits of our study, is in the 
pre- persecution period, in which the church was permitted an extended 
period of relatively unimpeded growth. Its rate of growth should not be 
exaggerated; it was not suffi ciently fast or dramatic to raise concern in the 
minds of emperors and other statesmen before the second half of the third 
century. Marcus Aurelius in his  Meditations  mentions the Christians only 
once, and not in such a way as to imply that he viewed them as a threat. 
Marcus sanctioned minor persecutions of Christians, as at Lyon in  AD  177 
(Eusebius,  Hist. Eccl.  5.1.4ff.), but on request, and without departing from 
the Trajanic directive. It is striking how little we hear about early Christianity 
from non-Christian writers. In the Severan era alone, sometimes seen as a 
period of signifi cant growth, Christianity is not mentioned in Cassius Dio, 
Herodian or Philostratus, that is, the major historical and biographical 
sources for the period.  22   Christians impinged more on the world by the time 
of Decius, but were still a small minority, and predominantly of low or 
modest status. It is not even clear that the original edict of Decius was aimed 
at Christians as such, although the authorities would certainly have been 
aware that there were ‘atheists’ abroad who would absent themselves from 
the great religious jamboree planned by the emperor. 
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 But Christianity was already a success, and we should try to understand 
why. Explanations have been offered in terms of its ability to meet the social 
and psychological needs of the individual,  23   and again in terms of the power 
of the Christian god as displayed in miracles.  24   These explanations have 
merit but should not be seen as mutually exclusive. The role of the Christian 
community in supporting the individual and nurturing spiritual growth may 
be readily admitted. But the part played by miracle is also undeniable. In a 
superstitious age Christians as well as pagans (and Jews) found evidence of 
the interaction of the world of the spirit and the terrestrial world in signs, 
symbols and dreams, and held wonder- workers in awe, or condemned them 
as sorcerers and magicians.  25   Other interpretations point to weaknesses in 
polytheistic paganism that facilitated the growth of Christianity. In one 
formulation, paganism, ‘a very spongy, shapeless, easily penetrated structure’, 
was always vulnerable to attack from ‘a sharply focussed and intransigent 
creed’.  26   This is unexceptionable, but lacks a specifi c historical reference. 

 The solution to the problem of Christianity’s success is not to evoke an 
alleged weakening in the fabric of polytheism (for example, a supposed 
increased tendency toward syncretism), which reduced its appeal and gave 
additional impetus to Christianity.  27   On the contrary, paganism at the level 
of personal religious experience was manifesting considerable vitality, 
especially near the end of our period. It would be consistent with the 
argument of this chapter to suggest that the source of the problem lay in the 
ambivalent attitude of the Roman authorities to religious change, which 
was permitted in the private, but not the public, sphere. An ossifi ed offi cial 
religion fi tted the image of changelessness and stability that Roman emperors 
were concerned to project. Meanwhile, however, they failed both to control 
the forces of innovation, pagan and non- pagan, that were active at an 
unoffi cial level, and to harness those operating within paganism against the 
challenge of Christianity.  

  ADDENDUM 

 R.L. Gordon 
 When Chapter 11 was fi rst published in 1987, religion was a topic that hardly fi gured 
in accounts of the Roman empire, and then mainly in two hackneyed contexts, the 
so- called imperial cult and the ‘rise’ of Christianity. Emperor- worship was viewed as 
a largely political institution engineered from the centre. As for the traditional grand 
narrative of Christianity’s triumph over a discredited paganism, Ramsay MacMullen 
(1981) and Robin Lane Fox (1986) had only recently demonstrated the continuing 
vitality of public cult both in the western and the eastern empire right up to – indeed 
well beyond – the era of Constantine I. The only large- scale publishing enterprise 
devoted to religion in the empire was the enormous green series (113 titles, many of 
them multi- volumed) loosely edited by Maarten J. Vermaseren,  Études préliminaires 
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aux religions orientales dans l’Empire romain  (Leyden, 1962–1986), which was 
explicitly devoted to the re- inscription of Franz Cumont’s conception of the oriental 
religions, dating from 1906, as the creatively destructive spear- head of 
Christianization. We may take the publisher’s decision in 1991 to re- name the series 
 Religions in the Graeco-Roman World  as the symbolic point at which this enfeebled 
grand narrative lost all credibility outside certain conservative New Testament 
circles. Nevertheless, it has proved much easier to criticize the narrative than to fi nd 
convincing alternatives. 

 Religion has been a main benefi ciary of the shift of academic interest towards 
cultural history, itself fuelled by the symbolic and linguistic turns of the 1970s (see 
Chapter 12). The study of Roman religion in the narrow sense (that is the religion of 
the City of Rome), which was traditionally devoted to purely antiquarian issues and 
often stopped abruptly with Augustus, was (rightly) considered by most historians as 
an irrelevant specialism incapable of addressing signifi cant theoretical problems. The 
essential step here was to re- envisage the task, to shift from describing ‘Roman 
religion’ to setting up a problem, namely how to conceptualize the ‘religion of the 
empire’ (Ando 2008, 95–148). One result has been to begin breaking down the 
institutional and ideological barriers – which are also mental and conceptual 
limitations – between ancient history, Jewish studies and New Testament scholarship 
(Goodman 1998, Belayche and Mimouni 2003, Rajak 2002, Perkins 2009), which in 
turn has encouraged efforts to establish common theoretical terms and perspectives 
that might provide the basis for shared projects (cf. Smith 1990 on ‘locative’ versus 
‘utopian’; North 1992, on the ‘religious market’; Sandwell 2007 on ‘identity’; 
Belayche and Dubois 2011 on ‘co- habitation’). Sacrifi ce offers a similar opportunity 
(Knust and Várhelyi 2011), as do small groups (see below). Further questions involve 
re- thinking the settled assumptions that provide the implicit substructure of much 
empirical work. Why not view religion not as a kind of minor background activity 
but as itself a medium of change, in the creation of new types of group, in the 
pluralization of local cultures? Would it be possible to write a  cultural  history of 
Roman religion? Or a  social  history of religion in the empire? Could we not turn the 
tables and focus upon individual instead of group religious action (Rüpke and 
Spickermann 2012, Rüpke and Woolf 2013, Rüpke 2013)? At the same time, it must 
be said that conceptual innovation is fi tful: the study of individual cults remains 
popular; in some countries, working on religion still means little more than drawing 
up lists of inscriptions mentioning gods. Nevertheless, religion now enjoys a presence 
in the specialist literature of the empire unimaginable in 1987, a shift marked by the 
existence since 1997 of very detailed triennial review- essays (Bendlin and Rüpke 
2000 and 2003, Bendlin and Haase 2007, 2009, 2012), two collections of re- printed 
articles (Ando 2003, North and Price 2011), a synthetic  Companion  (Rüpke 2011) 
and an admirable retrospective covering the past quarter- century (Rives 2010). 

 Two attempts to tackle the problem of ‘the religion of the Roman empire’ in the 
past two decades stand out. One is the most successful single work in this area, 
which has been re- printed almost every year since it was fi rst published in 1998 and 
has come to defi ne ‘Roman religion’ for generations of students, namely ‘Beard-
North-Price’ (Beard, North and Price 1998). They no longer work with a diffusionist 
centre–periphery model but speak rather of the integration and interaction of 
religious traditions, of local perceptions, the play of interests and advantage – the 
inhabitants of the provinces, and especially their elites, are viewed as active partners 
in a complex process of cultural appropriation. Religion is viewed in essentially 
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cultural terms as an element of identity formation; the ‘imperial cult’ as just one 
aspect of a non- fi nite empire- wide renegotiation of the relationship between the 
ruling power and very diversifi ed subjects. The second venture is not a single work, 
but the results of a ten- year international research programme, ‘Römische 
Reichsreligion und Provinzialreligion’ directed by Hubert Cancik and Jörg Rüpke, 
originally at Tübingen, later at Erfurt, published in numerous edited volumes (and 
one or two monographs). The basic idea was to establish whether, and if so in what 
sense, we can speak of  a  ‘religion of the empire’ ( Reichsreligion ), and how religious 
developments in the provinces related to the centre (Cancik and Rüpke 1997, Rüpke 
2007b, Cancik and Rüpke 2009). Here too the obvious candidate for a  de facto  
Reichsreligion, the ‘imperial cult’, was shown to be both highly diversifi ed and, as a 
condition for its anchoring and legitimacy in the minds of provincials, largely driven 
by local interests (Cancik and Hitzl 2003, Chaniotis 2003, Steuernagel 2010; cf. 
Friesen 1993). A complementary aim was to assert the validity of the term ‘provincial 
religion’, exemplifi ed in two magisterial volumes on Germania Inferior and Superior 
(Spickermann 2003, 2008; cf. Van Andringa 2002 on Gaul, though not part of this 
project). But the true originality of the project was to view religion pragmatically in 
terms of the communication of ideas and practices, the diverse media of such 
communication (Schörner and Šterbanc Erker 2008), and efforts to control them 
(Rüpke in Cancik and Rüpke 1997, Rüpke 2011a). These themes were explored in 
relation to the city conceived as a central place (Cancik et al. 2006); in law (Ando 
and Rüpke 2006), in literature (Elm von der Osten et al. 2006, Rüpke in idem 2007b; 
this theme has received much attention in unrelated projects, e.g. Feeney 1998, 
Lightfoot 2003, Davies 2004, Barchiesi et al. 2004, Berdozzo 2011, Bendlin 2011); 
and in the culture of festivals (Rüpke 2008b). An additional impulse of the project 
was to question the widespread idea that only elite religious practice can be studied 
or is worth studying (Rüpke 2007a), which coincided with a much wider interest in 
the dynamics of small- group religion within the context of ‘civic religion’ 
(Kloppenborg and Wilson 1996, Bollmann 1998, Egelhaaf-Gaiser and Schäfer 2002, 
Gutsfeld and Koch 2006, Kloppenborg and Ascough 2011). It is in this connection 
that the centrality of collective dining to the practice of religion in the empire has 
been underlined (Egelhaaf-Gaiser 2000). These publications have in turn stimulated 
other attempts to estimate the impact of empire, though, without a coherent leading 
idea, they typically amount to rather less than the sum of their parts (de Blois et al. 
2006, Hekster et al. 2009). 

 The ‘small group’ leads directly on to the so- called ‘oriental cults’ of the empire. If 
we recognize that this category, so fundamental to the old grand narrative, is an 
historical construction based upon untenable colonialist assumptions, how do we 
begin to re- think the topic? A Franco-German-Italian group, inspired and organized by 
Corinne Bonnet from Toulouse, fi rst outlined the ‘Orientalist’ underpinnings of the 
concept as it emerged around 1900 (Bonnet and Bendlin 2006) and then sought to 
deconstruct both its coherence as a category and its reliance upon the supplementary 
notion of ‘mystery cult’ (Bonnet et al. 2006, 2008, 2009). The ‘Orient’ turns out to be 
a fl oating signifi er, sometimes the source of actual transpositions, more interestingly 
of diverse appropriations, sometimes a metaphor for the assertion of religious 
difference – the ‘Orient’ was good to think with (Versluys 2013, cf. Beard 1994). Even 
the word ‘cult’, let alone Cumont’s ‘religions’, often suggests too great a coherence of 
what were most often personal appropriations by individual religious entrepreneurs – 
the literary exemplar is Alexander of Abonouteichis’ ‘ pseudomantis ’ – on the lookout 
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for ways of gaining access to specifi cally religious roles from which they were generally 
excluded by the hold exercised by local elites over civic religion (Gordon 2013). The 
point certainly holds for early Christianity too. 

 The fi ftieth anniversary of the foundation of Vermaseren’s  Études préliminaires  
was the occasion for an analogous effort at re- thinking the old category (Bricault 
and Bonnet 2013), which presents itself at the same time as an attempt to synthesize 
the marked fragmentation of current work on religious change in the empire (see 
also Rives 2007). The one notable attempt to re- assert the continuing validity of a 
simplifi ed version of Cumont’s category has not made much head- way against these 
de- constructive moves, and certainly relies far too heavily on the undemonstrable 
claim that the cults of Mater Magna, Isis and Mithras are properly described as 
‘mystery cults’ (Alvar Ezquerra 2008). This category of ‘mystery’, for decades a 
central factor in accounts of the religious changes in the empire, has itself been 
largely dismantled (Burkert 1987, Bremmer 2014), in my view correctly – ‘mysteries’, 
a vogue term in the second century  AD , are after all merely a specialized type of small- 
group religion – yet the idea continues to exercise a fascination out of all proportion 
to its historical importance. A different kind of challenge to the notion is offered by 
an attempt to specify cognitive content, by asking exactly how such cults – in this 
case Mithras – communicated their meanings (Beck 2006). 

 Turning now to the religion of Rome itself, a prosopography of all known priests 
and other religious specialists from 300  BC  to the synod in St Peter’s organized by 
Pope Symmachus in  AD  499 has deliberately challenged the traditional assumption 
that ‘Roman priesthood’ is synonymous with the membership of the offi cial priestly 
colleges – here it includes all known religious specialists, down to Isiac drummers 
and Christian deacons (Rüpke 2008a). The interplay between social status, 
negotiation with imperial pressures, and exploitation of local patronage are the 
themes of a thoughtful account of senatorial religion up to Alexander Severus 
(Várhelyi 2010), while the public face of that negotiation has been illustrated in 
detail by the defi nitive publication of the  Arval Acta  (Scheid 1998). The history of 
the development of the commented Roman calendar and its exploitation by the need 
of successive imperial houses for auto- representation includes an account of the 
emergence of historical refl ection upon the specifi c nature of Roman cult (Rüpke 
2011b). In keeping with trends noted above, John Scheid has insisted on the complex 
interrelation of ‘Roman’ and ‘foreign’ cults (Scheid 2005b). 

 Perhaps no Roman imperial practice shows more clearly the inadequacy of our 
received notion of religion than the institution of the ‘imperial cult’, which needs to 
be understood as a Foucaldian  dispositif , whose dynamic combination of ‘deep’ 
discourse and diversifi ed praxis constantly re- composed the subjectively experienced 
world (the instrumentalization of the sun offers a fi ne example: Berrens 2004). 
Notable here, loosely in the wake of Simon Price (1984), have been studies of the 
visual mediation of imperial virtues (Bergmann 1998), of the  fatalis princeps , 
destined by the stars (Schmid 2005), of the exploitation of the idea ‘gods are humans 
who do not die’ (Clauss 1999), and the commemorative and funerary architecture of 
successive emperors in Rome (Davies 2000). In keeping with modern visuality 
studies, this latter book deliberately attempts to adopt the viewpoint of an imagined 
ancient spectator. 

 Just as in the case of Classical Greek religion, there have been expressions of 
dissatisfaction with the model of ‘civic’ or ‘polis’ religion. Both are imprecise terms 
that assume the centrality of the city as the organizational focus of religious practice, 
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but each in its own way: ‘civic’ religion emphasizes the socio- political dominance of 
a specifi c group (Rives 1995), ‘polis’ religion the coherence of a local religious system 
within a given cultural order. Doubts about the adequacy of such models are the 
inevitable consequence of thinking of religion in terms such as discourse, pragmatics, 
communication and media of representation (Bendlin 1997). Those who work on 
provincial religion, especially in the north- west provinces, where cities and municipia 
were thinly spread, and landscapes suffused with divine presences, are acutely aware 
of the limits of either model (e.g. Woolf 1997, Derks 1992 and 1998, Dondin-Payre 
and Raepsaet-Charlier 2006; cf. Schäfer 2007 on Sarmizegetusa in Dacia). Something 
similar can be said about Anatolia (Dignas 2002, 223–78, Ricl 2003, Rostad 2006, 
Schörner 2011), Syria (Kaizer 2008; cf. Belayche 2003) and Egypt (Frankfurter 
1998). More ambitiously, it has been argued that civic rights in antiquity were not 
co- terminous with religious participation, even in the case of Judaism (Krauter 
2004). That claim has been harshly dismissed, at least for Rome (Scheid 2013, cf. 
2005a), but it seems obvious that the power of elites over the legitimate religious 
order, and their interests in sustaining it, produced considerable disparities in actual 
religious practice in cities, to say nothing of rural areas, where perhaps eighty- fi ve 
per cent of the total population lived and suffered (Gordon 1990, 2008; cf. Mellor 
1992, Richardson and Santangelo 2011). The choice is basically between a 
Durkheimian view of religion as a collective- normative enterprise and a Weberian 
view of interests, power and information. Related to this issue is the differential 
circulation of religious knowledge and attempts to defi ne, control or limit it, above 
all in relation to divination and ‘magic’, i.e. overtly instrumental religious practice 
(Phillips 1986, Potter 1994, Fögen 1993, Dickie 2001, Trzcionka 2007, Monaca 
2009). A quite different aspect of divination, its possible value in processes of 
individualization, is the theme of Rosenberger (2013). 

 We can summarize much of all this under the rubric of the pragmatics of religion. 
A major advance here has been the emergence of a more sophisticated archaeological 
practice, particularly in the provinces. Pride of place must here go to an innovative 
study of everyday religious practice in Pompeii and Herculaneum, in which plans and 
images play an essential role in communicating the argument (van Andringa 2009), 
but we can also register notable advances in the presentation of sacred areas in Ostia 
(Rieger 2004), and of Isiac temples (Kleibl 2009), and an interesting attempt to 
present the archaeological evidence for the same cult in the form of a commented 
atlas (Bricault 2001). After decades of neglect, the practice of votive- offering, central 
to Greek and Roman religious practice, has begun to be re- conceptualized (Bodel and 
Kajava 2009). Increasing awareness of the importance of landscape has stimulated 
a project, not limited to the empire, of inventorizing and mapping all religious sites 
in Italy (Scheid et  al. 1997), parallel to, but more specifi c than, the series  Carte 
archéologique de la Gaule  organized by the Académie des Inscriptions (URL: 
www.aibl.fr/travaux/antiquite/article/la- carte-archeologique- de-la- gaule?lang=fr), 
which was re- launched in 1988. Another result of improved archaeological method 
is the increasing historicization of funerary practice, both in tracing mortuary ideals 
(Riggs 2005, Brink and Green 2008, Rüpke and Scheid 2010, Ameling 2011) and in 
providing quite extraordinarily detailed insight into social practice in relation to the 
dead, in this case in part of the Porta Nocera necropolis outside Pompeii (van 
Andringa et al. 2013). By contrast, the use of proximal point analysis as a means of 
representing, if not yet explaining, the spread of religious ideas, runs up against 
serious theoretical objections, even among network theorists (Collar 2013). 

www.aibl.fr/travaux/antiquite/article/la-carte-archeologique-de-la-gaule?lang=fr
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 There have also been recent attempts to exploit religious texts of the Second 
Sophistic in relation to wider issues in imperial religion, for example Aelius Aristides’ 
 Hieroi Logoi  (Petsalis-Diomidis 2010, Downie 2013), memorialization in Pausanias 
(Alcock et  al. 2001), journeying as an allegory of dynamic religious experience 
(Elsner 1997, cf. Elsner and Rutherford 2005) and the textual and art- historical 
exploitation of epiphany as a sophisticated means of realizing divine presence (Platt 
2011). The development of a philosophical discourse about religion already in the 
early empire has been seen as a node that Christians could exploit and intensify as 
well as anyone (Van Nuffelen 2011; cf. Bowersock 1990 on ‘Hellenism’); by contrast, 
the revived discussion of ‘pagan monotheism’, for all that it is presented as ‘cutting 
edge research’, has provided few new insights (Mitchell and Van Nuffelen 2010a and 
b; compare e.g. Belayche 2005, Bendlin 2006). The complete publication of the Nag 
Hammadi texts has allowed us to appreciate the extraordinarily intense elaboration 
of Christian and non-Christian  gnosis  in the confi nes of a single ‘library’ (Filoramo 
1990), which can stand as an emblem for the density of the now largely lost religious 
 imaginaire  of Late Antiquity (cf. Fowden 2005). 

 The fl ood of work on early Christianity is overwhelming. The liberal conviction 
that America has come to represent an evil empire has led to a revival in some 
quarters of the old idea that early Christians defi ned themselves in opposition to the 
Beast. Against that view, it is increasingly recognized that early Christianity was 
inextricably a product of empire, even in its negotiation with specifi c neuralgic 
points (e.g. Maier 2013). The extreme diversity of early Christianity, even after the 
Council of Nicaea, is also now well established (MacMullen 2009). The ‘identity’ of 
Christians can thus be only provisionally determined, in effect as an ideal type (Lieu 
2004). There have been excellent studies of early communities in individual cities, 
drawing upon archaeological as well as literary evidence, for example in Thessaloniki 
(Nasrallah et  al. 2010). The applicability of Rational Choice Theory to the 
explanation of the relative success of Christianity, at any rate in the eastern empire, 
as developed by Rodney Stark (e.g. Stark 2011) has been subjected to fairly withering 
criticism (‘the rhetoric of science’) (Clark 1998); but it did prompt an essay by an 
experienced demographer arguing for a total of 200,000 Christians by  AD  200 
(Hopkins 1998). The varied grounds of hostility to this group have been carefully 
documented (Engberg 2007) and the probable aims of Decius’ edict of late 249, 
whose historicity now seems beyond doubt, intelligently scrutinized (Rives 1999). 
Apart from their infl uence on the study of Christian asceticism (e.g. Clark 1986, 
Brown 1988), the second and third volume of Foucault’s  Histoire de la sexualité 
 stimulated an interesting refl ection on the value accorded to the endurance of pain 
in  IV Maccabees , the  Testament of Job  and early Christian martyrdom (Shaw 1996b; 
cf. already Perkins 1995). As usual, of course, what we encounter here is a literary 
trope whose relation to actual bodies and experiences is unknowable. 

 Having got rid of one grand narrative, there is no hurry about fi nding a new one; 
and anyway, no such thing is in sight – I earlier noted the ‘marked fragmentation of 
current work on religious change’ in the empire. If there is a long- term shift, it is 
towards a relative disengagement of religious practice from other social practices, 
the gradual formation, through the play of differences within civic religion, the 
increasing importance of small- group practice, the appropriation and exploitation 
by ‘small entrepreneurs of the holy’ of new ideas communicated through the 
‘hodological space’ of the empire, the emergence of new narrative forms, of what 
Bourdieu termed a  champ , a fi eld of action, a practice, characterized by the pursuit 
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of a specifi c end that requires constant investment by those who possess the required 
aptitude. Once the assumptions and point of view of such a  champ  have been 
internalized, it is hardly possible to adopt an external viewpoint – what Bourdieu 
terms  illusio : the  champ  constructs its own form of reality more or less in tension 
with pre- existing fi elds.     
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     Following the victory of Augustus, institutions, values and cultural life in 
Rome gradually adjusted to the monarchy. Augustus’ exercise of political 
patronage had its counterpart in the cultural sphere. As loyalty to the 
emperor became the key to offi ce and high status, so those writers and artists 
who were the benefi ciaries of the emperor’s patronage were expected to 
treat Augustan themes and to do so in a sympathetic manner. 

 The provinces were less directly exposed than the capital city to the 
processes of cultural transformation stimulated by the installation of an 
emperor; nor was there any grand design emanating from the emperors and 
their advisers to spread the culture of Rome through the empire at large. 
Nevertheless, in the expanding western empire, emperors stepped up the 
traditional Roman policy of imposing metropolitan political and cultural 
institutions as an essential complement to military conquest. The consequence 
of Roman imperialism, however, was not so much Romanization as the 
forging of distinctive Romano-Iberian, African, Gallic or British cultures 
through the fusion of imperial and local elements. 

 Moreover, Roman customs and ideas circulated mainly in the cities; 
where urbanization remained underdeveloped, and in the countryside in 
general, the impact of the imperial culture was much reduced. Similarly, in 
the eastern provinces, where an indigenous civic culture was already 
entrenched and fl ourishing, no attempt was made to disturb it. In general, 
Romanization was deep- rooted and lasting only where a local elite were 
zealous in espousing Roman culture, and this spirit was entirely lacking in 
the eastern empire. 

 Finally, the imperial or metropolitan culture was itself a blend of 
indigenous and foreign elements. Receptiveness to the cultures of others, 
especially that of the Greeks, whose cultural superiority was not contested 
by the Roman governing classes, was enhanced as a result of the political 
integration of the Mediterranean by Augustus, and given specifi c 
encouragement by philhellene emperors.  

                 12 
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  Rome 

 The obsession of the early emperors with their personal safety and the 
security of their regimes set new limits on freedom in the realm of ideas. We 
saw that magic and astrology became fashionable ways of foretelling the 
future, but could be treated with suspicion by emperors because of their 
potential links with conspiracy. Harassment of philosophers was not 
unknown under the Republic. But the problems that some emperors had 
with philosophers, particularly Stoics, require a special explanation. 

 Stoicism dominated the world of ideas for much of our period.  1   It was the 
ethical system, not the theoretical speculations, of Stoicism that appealed to 
Romans, including many of aristocratic lineage, and eventually an emperor, 
Marcus Aurelius. Stoic ethics had lost their earlier rigidities, having passed 
through a period of doctrinal compromise and simplifi cation, and were now 
available to ordinary mortals. Seneca, Epictetus, and others saw it as their 
task to help anyone earnestly seeking moral improvement. The goal was 
progress, not perfection. The condition of the sage was now acknowledged 
as an ideal. Late Stoicism accepted sound moral teaching from any source; 
Seneca’s  Letters  are liberally sprinkled with the sayings of Epicurus, while 
Epictetus went as far as to applaud the Cynics, especially their doctrine 
of freedom. It was freedom of the spirit that they celebrated, not free birth, 
which was viewed as an external, of little account. Epictetus, himself an 
ex- slave, wrote: ‘Zeus has set me free: do you think he intended his own son 
to be enslaved? But you are master of my carcass; take it’ (Arrian,  Epict. 
Diss.  1.19.9). A philosophy for which the salvation of the soul was everything 
generated solidly conservative social attitudes among its adherents. In 
political terms, too, Stoicism supported the status quo, and had in fact taken 
the lead in transposing Hellenistic kingship theory into a Roman setting. In 
general, Stoicism played an important role in the articulation and 
consolidation of traditional beliefs and practices. 

 Stoicism should have been acceptable to the monarchy. But there were 
ambiguities in the Stoic position. The doctrines of ‘the appropriate’ ( to 
kathêkon, offi cium ) and ‘constancy’ ( constantia ), which in combination 
involve holding steadfastly to one’s predetermined station in life and the 
conduct it requires, could lead to martyrdom. The suicide of Cato in 
the cause of Republicanism was an embarrassment to Caesar. The attack on 
Stoicism under Domitian, which produced a martyr in Helvidius Priscus 
and conferred a Stoic halo on Nero’s victim Thrasea Paetus, is to be seen 
as an aspect of the political confrontation between emperor and senate. 
A Stoic might phrase his opposition to the political and ethical conduct 
of a particular emperor (or even to the Principate itself) in Stoic terms. 
But the mere possession of Stoic beliefs in a public fi gure might be enough 
to infl ame a suspicious emperor who was on the look- out for hints of 
disloyalty, especially among members of senatorial families who had already 
fallen foul of emperors. 
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 The imperial system imposed new constraints upon literature.  2   Historians, 
with few exceptions men of high rank for whom politics was a central 
concern, were most obviously vulnerable to criticism or attack. Augustus 
burned the works of the provocative T. Labienus; Tiberius burned those 
of Cremutius Cordus, historian of the proscriptions stage- managed by 
Augustus himself (as Octavian). According to Tacitus ( Ann.  1.1; cf.  Hist.  
1.1), after Augustus contemporary history was acceptable only if adulatory. 

 The relations between emperors and the writers of imaginative literature 
were complex. Writers needed patrons. An emperor interested in supporting 
literature was a patron to outbid all rivals. Like any patron, he required 
praise. An emperor offered unusual scope for praise, but he could make 
unusual demands. Augustus required nothing less from his clients (and from 
those authors patronized by his confi dant of the 30s and 20s, Maecenas) 
than the organization of opinion in support of his regime. His attitude to 
those not involved in his patronage network is unclear. Did he exile Ovid for 
the  carmen  or the  error , for a poem ( Ars Amatoria ) conspicuous for its 
un-Augustan view of love and marriage, or for some indiscretion, perhaps 
complicity in the scandal of the younger Julia? Or for both? At the least 
Augustus expected of public fi gures, whether writers or politicians, that they 
not actively undermine his regime and its values. 

 The response of the Augustan poets to pressure from above is diffi cult to 
measure. Did Virgil and Horace undermine their own panegyrics (if 
panegyrics they were)? Is Propertius revealed in his poems as an admirer or 
a dissident? What was the effect on contemporary writers of Ovid’s fate, and 
more generally, of the experience of creative writers under the Augustan 
Principate? The great days of personal elegy came to an end with Ovid. Is 
this a vindication of the verdict of Velleius Paterculus, a fi rm supporter of 
the Principate and a contemporary, that literary genres by a natural law 
enjoy only a brief effl orescence (1.16–17)? Or was the death of elegy not 
entirely natural? 

 The history of Latin literature as a whole under the Principate poses the 
same dilemma. The rich vein of imaginative literature that produced the 
Augustan writers, Petronius, Lucan, Martial, Juvenal, Tacitus and numerous 
other substantial fi gures, was worked out by the end of the 120s. It is 
arguable that Latin literature had no distinguished representative (with the 
possible exception of Apuleius) between the fi rst quarter of the second 
century and the last quarter of the fourth. It is tempting to argue that the 
attitudes of emperors and the changed political climate in general had a 
dampening effect on artistic creativity in Rome. Yet the age of Augustus 
witnessed a remarkable fl owering of Latin literature, and there were minor 
peaks in the reigns of Nero and Domitian, no champions of freedom. The 
benefi cial and inhibiting effects of monarchy have to be weighed against 
each other. 

 While the classic genres of Latin literature – epic, elegy, drama, satire and 
history – faded out, oratory, or rhetoric, was fl ourishing. The monarchy 
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contributed to this development and to the transformation that oratory 
underwent, which in the view of critics from the elder Seneca to Quintilian 
amounted to a qualitative decline. 

 The promotion of rhetoric by emperors was an aspect of their support for 
education in general, which in turn signalled their commitment to the 
Graeco-Roman literary culture: rhetoric was the keystone of the educational 
system.  3   Education, traditionally a private matter for those families who 
could afford it, became increasingly a concern of the government. Augustus 
set up public libraries in Rome, Vespasian fi nanced chairs in Greek and 
Latin rhetoric again in Rome, Marcus Aurelius chairs in philosophy in 
Athens, and Vespasian began a policy of exempting teachers from local, 
civic services. Oratory fl ourished, but was conventionally held to have 
changed for the worse. The trend away from rhetorical theory toward 
declamation in the form of  suasoriae  (speeches of advice to some historical 
or mythological fi gure) and  controversiae  (speeches in imaginary court 
cases) accelerated under the emperors. Public declamations were designed to 
entertain, not persuade; themes were remote from real life, their treatment 
was over- ornate and sententious. Students imitated this style in their 
exercises and went on to use it in public life. But public life had changed in 
character, and for a number of writers this was a fundamental cause of 
decline in oratory. Important political issues were no longer debated in 
public. The fi erce competitiveness among politicians that had produced the 
great oratorical efforts of the last century of the Republic in senate house, 
assembly and law- court was eliminated under the Principate. The ‘free 
oratory’ of men like T. Labienus and Cassius Severus, which had contributed 
materially to their downfall at the hands of Augustus, came to an end. More 
degenerate forms of public oratory took their place, as a direct result of the 
operation of imperial patronage: the denunciation of a defendant in a 
political trial by an accuser seeking personal advancement and material 
reward, or the fl attering speech addressed to the emperor by a newly elected 
consul (Pliny’s  Panegyricus  is a surviving exemplar). 

 So much for the contemporary critique of rhetoric. It is useful for its 
documentation of change and the way change is accounted for. In particular, 
the political explanation seems to be in general valid (not uniquely so) and 
relevant to our theme, though we need not accept all the details. For example, 
political rhetoric under the Principate was not uniquely self- serving or 
destructive in intent. 

 Moreover, ‘modern’ oratory had its supporters, such as M. Aper in 
Tacitus’  Dialogus , as well as its detractors. The most authoritative of the 
critics, Quintilian, is measured in his criticism, conceding the usefulness of 
 controversiae  and  suasoriae , and distancing himself from the Ciceronian 
view that rhetoric should be based on academic philosophy. The gaps that 
opened up between Cicero and the elder Seneca or Quintilian, or between 
Quintilian and the fashionable orators of his day, are to be analysed in terms 
not of decline, but of differences of taste. 
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 Oratory did not decline; it fl ourished. Indeed, profi ting from the absence 
of distinguished exponents of the conventional genres of Latin literature, 
epideictic oratory had achieved the status of the most popular literary form 
by the mid- second century. Fronto, the leading littérateur at Rome in the 
Antonine age, and the tutor of princes, was famous as an orator. It is 
symptomatic that, unlike Tacitus, the foremost orator of an earlier age, 
Fronto’s literary distinction extended no further than this. 

 However, the most brilliant representatives of second- century oratory, 
the ‘sophists’ (also known as rhetors or philosophers) of the so- called Second 
Sophistic, came from the Greek East.  4   These itinerant rhetoricians fascinated 
crowds with their verbal pyrotechnics and won riches for themselves and 
friendships with the great. Their eloquence was also harnessed to political 
objectives, including the securing of favours and rewards for individuals and 
communities from Roman emperors and their representatives. 

 The popularity of the sophists refl ects the general dominance of Greek 
culture in the Mediterranean in the second and early third centuries. The use 
of Greek as the medium for the  Meditations  of the Stoic emperor Marcus 
Aurelius may perhaps be dismissed as an aberration, in the sense that the 
depth of his immersion in Greek culture cannot be regarded as typical of the 
western elite of this or any other period of Roman history; for this reason it 
is unwise to talk in terms of the existence of a unifi ed Graeco-Roman literary 
culture characteristic of a bilingual elite.  5   On the other hand, one can accept 
that the superiority of Greek culture, long acknowledged, directly or 
indirectly, by the elite of Rome, became more pronounced than ever in the 
Antonine and Severan periods. The slump in Latin literature coincided with 
a period of vitality in Greek literature, of which the sophistic movement was 
only one aspect.  6   This Greek literary renaissance produced, among others, 
genuine littérateurs such as Lucian, Alciphron and Philostratus, historians of 
the calibre of Arrian and Appian, the antiquarians Pausanias and Athenaeus, 
the novelist Longus, and the medical writer and philosopher Galen. While 
many of these writers are remarkable for their self- conscious lack of interest 
in Rome, stemming from a desire to preserve the integrity of their cultural 
heritage, others were openly eulogizing Rome, or at least devoting their 
energies to charting the rise and progress of the Roman empire. For the best 
part of a century, from Appian to Cassius Dio and Herodian, Roman history 
was written by Greeks or Greek speakers, in Greek. Greek schizophrenia on 
the subject of the Romans was not novel, but reached new heights in the 
second century. The benefi ts of Roman rule were never so obvious, the 
vulnerability of Hellenic culture – the danger that bad culture would drive 
out good – was never more clearly perceived. That both attitudes, and the 
Greek literary culture in general, were able to fl ourish, was a consequence of 
the sympathetic attitudes and policies of Roman emperors, and the political 
integration of the Mediterranean that they achieved. 

 In the visual arts, the chief feature of the period was the development of 
an offi cial imperial art with its own recognizable message and repertory of 
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art forms. By drawing together certain traditions and stylistic conventions 
already much employed in the late Republic, art in the Augustan period 
provided a strong basis for this new and specifi c use of offi cial art as 
propaganda. Works of art (whether sculpture or ‘minor arts’ such as 
silverware and cameos) and architecture served to reinforce the emperor’s 
own claims and purposes. The desired image of the emperor and his family 
was carefully built up through portraiture. He was shown as idealized and 
noble, and was depicted making sacrifi ce, extending clemency and carrying 
out other particularly signifi cant acts. The contrasting themes of victory 
and peace are conspicuous in the triumphal arches and commemorative and 
decorative reliefs on buildings and the Ara Pacis, as well as on other ‘minor’ 
or ‘non- offi cial’ works of art. The Ara Pacis sums up all the themes of 
Augustan propaganda, in its suggestion of continuity with the great 
traditions of the past, and in its allegorical reference to the contemporary 
role of the imperial family and to the general political and social situation.  7   

 The type of eclectic, classical style used for these offi cial purposes is 
strongly refl ected in private art in Rome and elsewhere in Italy. It can be 
seen, for example, in the decoration of certain houses belonging to the late 
Pompeian ‘second style’ and early ‘third style’, such as the House of Livia on 
the Palatine, the House of the Villa Farnesina at Rome, and the villa at 
Boscotrecase outside Pompeii. The formal classicism of the ‘third style’ in 
general may be linked with the prevailing tastes of Augustus and his circle.  8   

 Augustus’ successors were concerned to stress dynastic continuity through 
the medium of art. The most probably posthumous Primaporta statue of 
Augustus uses a basically classical pose (recalling the Doryphorus of 
Polycleitus), enhanced by complex imagery on the cuirass, perhaps alluding 
to the emperor’s diplomatic success at the expense of the Parthians, which 
was dressed up as a victory. The Boscoreale silver cups have historical scenes 
showing aspects of Augustus’ rule in war and peace, and Tiberius in triumphal 
procession. Again, the Ravenna relief of Claudian date shows members of 
the imperial family, including Augustus, in divine or heroic guise.  9   

 After Augustus, there was a resurgence of less hellenized forms, which 
had been somewhat displaced by the idealized classical preferences of 
Augustus. A constant progression of style in this tradition is the main feature 
of both representational arts and architecture up to the early second century, 
despite occasional renewed emphasis on the classical tradition. In sculpture 
this is refl ected in the appearance of portraits that are more realistic and 
vigorously modelled, in the increasing interest shown in chiaroscuro and 
contrasting textures, and in the preference for bolder forms of relief. In wall- 
painting this movement fi nds a parallel in the introduction of the ‘fourth 
style’ that revives the idea of spatial recession, and in some individual 
paintings which show the use of an impressionistic technique with less fully 
modelled forms. 

 Augustus carried out a major programme of rebuilding and construction, 
of which the Forum Augustum was the most striking achievement, and was 
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praised for his civic sense by Vitruvius. In contrast, Nero’s Golden House 
was a product of his own ambitious tastes rather than any public spirit. This 
fantastic architectural concept involved a complete landscape setting with a 
lake, and a complex building richly decorated with wall- paintings (which 
fi nd parallels in some of the Campanian designs of the ‘fourth style’) and 
housing a colossal statue of Nero as well as collected works of art. Domitian’s 
huge Domus Augustana on the Palatine (dedicated in  AD  92), which replaced 
parts of the Golden House, stands in the same tradition of imperial self- 
glorifi cation. In contrast, the Colosseum (opened by Titus in  AD  80), on the 
site lately occupied by Nero’s lake, and the baths of Trajan on the Esquiline 
(opened in 109), which replaced another section of the Golden House, were 
straightforward bids for popularity. Other buildings striking for their vigour 
of form and imagination that were contributed to the city by imperial 
architects from Vespasian to Trajan include Vespasian’s Temple of Peace 
next to the Forum of Augustus (a large complex comprising porticoes, 
temple and library), Trajan’s Market on the Quirinal and below it Trajan’s 
Forum – a large colonnaded court, with a triumphal arch at the south end 
and the Basilica Ulpia at the north, behind which stood Trajan’s Column, 
and before long, Hadrian’s temple of the deifi ed Trajan. These building 
programmes were designed to display the power, wealth and civic spirit of 
the emperors.  10   

 In offi cial art from the second half of the fi rst century  AD  there was 
increased use of standard motifs and scenes such as the imperial  profectio  
and  adlocutio , that is, the departure of the emperor on a military expedition 
and his address to the soldiers. This trend, and a parallel development, the 
appearance of allegorical fi gures to back up the emperor, are well illustrated 
in the Arch of Trajan at Benevento, the Trajanic Frieze and Trajan’s Column, 
both of which represented Trajan’s Dacian war in continuous frieze.  11   Later 
emperors, especially Marcus Aurelius and Septimius Severus, celebrated 
their military triumphs with sculptured reliefs depicting now conventional 
martial scenes on arch or column; but these monuments reveal signifi cant 
new developments in imperial iconography that can be traced back to the 
reign of Hadrian, or earlier. 

 The Hadrianic ‘classical revival’ was a product of the personal tastes and 
patronage of this most cultivated of emperors.  12   Hadrian’s classicism was 
not the bleak and academic traditionalism of his Antonine successors. 
Received and novel artistic conceptions were creatively combined in the 
architectural design and decoration of the brilliant and extravagant ‘villa’ at 
Tivoli and of the Pantheon, rebuilt as a huge brick- faced concrete dome with 
an elaborately decorated interior. Hadrian (‘the Greek’) introduced a new 
style in imperial portraiture, the emperor as bearded Greek hero. More 
signifi cant for the future development of Roman art was his active 
encouragement of the importation of techniques of sculpture and artistic 
representation that would gradually subvert the classical tradition. A 
comparison between the Trajanic and Severan arches (and even the Trajanic 
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and Aurelian columns) reveals a retreat from realism and a widening of the 
gap between emperor and subjects: the emperor is presented on the later 
monuments not in profi le but frontally, and towering above groups of 
undifferentiated soldiers. The distinctive Asiatic or Oriental style of these 
reliefs, on display on the Severan arches in Rome and (even more so) Lepcis 
Magna, expresses to perfection the new dynasty’s view of its elevated 
religious and political position in the world.  

  Rome and the empire 

 In focussing on the capital city, we have put off discussion of the spreading 
outwards of the cultural institutions and practices that had developed in 
Rome through the fusion of Romano-Italian and provincial, especially 
Greek, elements. Romanization was the joint product of central government 
initiative and local response. In many parts of the West, what occurred was 
the transplantation into an artifi cially created urban setting of a metropolitan 
language, educational system, religion, architecture and art through the 
agency of emperors and their representatives. Even in these areas of the 
empire, however, the speed and depth of Romanization were crucially 
dependent upon the willingness of local elites to take the initiative in 
transforming the institutions and values of their communities. Otherwise, 
the impact of Rome on underlying native cultural traditions varied according 
to such factors as distance and accessibility from Rome, degree of 
urbanization, extent of immigration from Italy, proximity of a resident army 
and the tenacity of local conventions. 

 The growth of cities is the key development. Romanization was most 
resoundingly successful in those areas where urban growth was most 
pronounced: the Iberian peninsula (especially in the south and east), the 
south of France and north Africa. The urbanization of these areas generated 
a race of politicians and offi cials of native or immigrant origin who were 
capable of being absorbed into a traditional social hierarchy in Rome. 
Urbanization also produced poets in Spain, orators in Gaul and, beginning 
with Suetonius, an astonishing crop of African littérateurs, who, whatever 
their quality, prided themselves on their Latinity. 

 The Roman administration imposed Latin as the offi cial language in the 
cities it founded in the West, ignoring all local languages, whether Iberian, 
Celtic, Punic or Libyan. Urban elites were introduced to Roman- style 
education, as we know from key passages in Tacitus and other Rome- based 
writers, from the inscriptional evidence for educators (such as the  grammaticus  
Demetrius of Tarsus who taught at York) and for the composition of bad 
poetry (notably in north Africa), and from the careers and literary creations 
of the most distinguished products of the educational system.  13   

 As with politics, so with learning, the most ambitious provincials (and 
Italians) transferred their base to Rome, and the best of them dominated the 
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Roman intellectual scene. Romans in the Flavian period witnessed the 
spectacle of a Spaniard, Quintilian, the leading rhetor and fi rst incumbent of 
the state chair of Latin rhetoric, championing traditional Roman literary 
and educational standards against the innovations of Silver Age baroque, 
represented by among others his fellow Spaniards Seneca and Lucan, who 
are described by Martial, another Spaniard, as the glories of Cordova 
together with their father the elder Seneca ( Epig.  1.16). In the second 
century, Africa displaced Spain as the main exporter of intellectual luminaries 
to Rome: Suetonius the biographer, Fronto the orator, Sulpicius Apollinaris 
the grammarian are the best- known representatives. What is remarkable is 
not that all these men, and many others, responded to the magnetic pull of 
Rome, but that, Martial apart, their writings carry so little mark of their 
provincial origins. For this reason, doubt lingers over the African origins of 
Suetonius, the addressee of an honorifi c inscription from Hippo Regius in 
eastern Algeria, and over the hypothetical south Gallic origins of Tacitus, for 
whom no such convenient evidence exists.  14   

 Born two generations after Suetonius and one after Fronto, Apuleius was 
different, a provincial who composed worthwhile Latin literature elsewhere 
than in Rome. As such, he was the fi rst of a series of Africans extending 
through Tertullian, Nemesianus and Lactantius to Augustine, who found 
Carthage an acceptable centre of intellectual excellence. Apuleius symbolizes 
the creativity and self- confi dence of African society in the late Antonine and 
Severan periods. The more representative product of Africa in this period 
was, however, not Apuleius but Fronto. Apuleius saw himself as a (Platonic) 
philosopher. He is more accurately described as a sophist. It does not matter 
which term is used: they overlap. It is more signifi cant that these interests 
were something of a rarity in north Africa, and that they led him to Athens. 
The natural destination of Fronto the advocate was Rome, and Africa, as 
Juvenal commented, was ‘the wetnurse of advocates’.  15   

 The prosaic norm is often as revealing as the brilliant exception. For 
every Fronto, Martial or Favorinus, the sophist from Arles, there were 
thousands of uninspired litterateurs, the ‘Ciceros’ and ‘Virgils’ of their 
communities, or ambitious mediocrities whose talents made no impact in 
Rome, or small- town products exploiting within their provinces the 
opportunities for social and political advancement that education afforded. 

 At an even lower level, the educational attainment of the average product 
of a municipal school, whether in Apuleius’ home town of Madauros or in 
Isona in Spain ( CIL  II 4465), was not high. While every city had its  grammatici  
equipped to give a basic literary education, teachers of rhetoric were far from 
ubiquitous, and only the upper echelon of the elite could afford to pursue the 
standard rhetorical education – let alone a legal training – in the larger 
towns. The defi ciencies of the schools of Pliny’s Como meant that the more 
talented – and well- to-do – youth were drawn away to the regional centre 
Milan ( Ep.  4.13). Again, although Greek was taught as well as Latin, literary 
and inscriptional evidence suggests that erudition and fl uency in both 
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languages (not the same thing) was a rarity, worth boasting about on an 
inscription or in a public speech.  16   Finally, there was an enormous gap 
between an Apuleius and the average townsman, who had no access to the 
educational system, and who could only have attained a smattering of Latin. 

 Metropolitan architecture and art, along with the language and 
educational system of the Romans, were exported through governmental 
initiative to the underdeveloped western provinces. New foundations, 
cities promoted to Roman status, and tribal capitals were equipped, not 
usually all at once, with an orthogonal street grid, and a selection of public 
buildings for administrative, political and religious ends, and for 
entertainment.  17   However, urban construction and renovation were a quite 
general phenomenon. Nowhere was urban embellishment undertaken so 
enthusiastically as in the Greek world, where long- established cities sought 
to outstrip one another in ambitious building projects, fi nanced for the most 
part by the local elite through offi cial payments and donations, supplemented 
by the generosity of ostentatious philanthropists like Herodes Atticus of 
Athens or Opramoas of Rhodiapolis in Lycia in the middle of the second 
century.  18   Direct imperial initiative can sometimes be traced. Hadrian’s 
travels prompted a rash of new building wherever he went; in particular, he 
transformed the urban landscape of Italica in Spain, his place of origin, and 
of Athens, his spiritual home. Septimius Severus refurbished his city of origin, 
Lepcis Magna. In general, however, the example and general inspiration 
provided by emperors was suffi cient to stimulate the local elites into activity 
that was in any case in tune with their political aspirations, systems of values 
and life- styles. 

 In areas of rapid urban growth such as southern France and southern and 
eastern Spain, the metropolitan and Italian infl uence was very pronounced, 
as imported artists and craftsmen created replicas in miniature of Roman 
public buildings, artefacts in clay and metal from Italian workshops circulated, 
and crafts hitherto unknown such as mosaic and wall- painting took root. 

 Provincial styles and art forms were sometimes scarcely affected by 
foreign importations or adapted only late. In other instances, there was free 
borrowing, and essentially derivative crafts grew up and fl ourished, as for 
example the pottery industry of Gaul which produced the red- glazed Samian 
ware, a development of Hellenistic ceramic art. In still other cases, the 
blending of foreign and native elements produced a distinctive local style. 
Thus in British sculpture, a basic classical structure is combined with a 
stylized, ‘conceptual’ Celtic treatment. In mosaic, which was established in 
the north- western and African provinces by the middle of the second century, 
African craftsmen show an inventiveness unrivalled anywhere else in the 
empire. While Italy never broke away from the black and white mosaic with 
traditional, purely ornamental, design, mosaicists in Africa were employing 
from the Severan period free composition combined with polychromy, and 
favouring realistic scenes that refl ected the pursuits and interests of their 
patrons (hunting, circus and amphitheatre, rural life).  19    



CULTURE 217

  The limits of Romanization: cities 

 It was in the context of the city, for the most part in the western empire, that 
Roman and native came into contact and combined to form Romano-
African, Romano-British, or some other particular and original culture. 
Cities expanded and multiplied also in the East, but in the tradition of 
Hellenic, not Roman, culture. When villagers such as the Tymandeni of 
Galatia petitioned an emperor for promotion to city status, they wanted a 
 polis , not a  colonia  or  municipium.  Similarly, when emperors created cities 
in eastern areas where before there were none, or promoted communities of 
lower status, as Septimius Severus did in Egypt, they gave them Greek, not 
Roman institutions. It was Greek, not Latin, that replaced Nabataean as the 
offi cial language in Trajan’s newly created province of Arabia.  20   

 The earlier colonies, those founded by Caesar for Roman civilians and by 
Augustus for discharged Italian veterans, as opposed to the later ‘titular’ 
colonies where promotion did not involve Romanization, are the exception. 
The Augustan colony at Beirut, Colonia Julia Augusta Felix Berytus, was 
founded, as the coins indicate, in accordance with a traditional Etruscan rite 
supposedly employed by Romulus at the foundation of Rome itself. The city 
was laid out according to a grid plan like other veteran colonies (Timgad in 
Numidia was typical). It was equipped with forum and capitol located at the 
intersection of the two main arteries, and was adorned with a fi ne array of 
public buildings, including the typically Roman amenities of hippodrome, 
theatre and amphitheatre, with the aid of friendly kings, notably Herod the 
Great and his grandson Herod Agrippa I. The city was likewise endowed 
with Roman- style political institutions, and its citizens were enrolled in a 
Roman tribe, the Fabia.  21   

 Much remains obscure about the cultural development of the early 
eastern colonies, Italian islands in a Greek sea. In the six Pisidian colonies 
planted by Augustus inland in southern Asia Minor, Latin remained the 
offi cial language (for dedications to the emperor and his representatives, 
for example) but otherwise steadily lost ground to Greek. The pattern of 
development in the Augustan veteran colony of Heliopolis at Baalbek 
was broadly similar, to judge from the largely epigraphical evidence.  22   
Inscriptional material from nearby Beirut is scanty. However, for the 
resilience of the Roman educational system in that city, we can cite the 
career of one of its citizens, M. Valerius Probus, eminent Latin grammarian 
and editor of Virgil, Horace and Terence in the mid- fi rst century, and more 
strikingly, the presence from the late second century, if not earlier, of what 
was to become a famous law school. Roman law was a luxury subject in the 
East, but appears to have been a speciality of the Phoenician cities, which 
produced the great Severan jurisprudents Ulpian and Papinian. The wider 
signifi cance of a law school, as both Gregory Thaumaturgus (c.  AD  239) and 
Libanius (c. 370) bear witness, is that it stimulated instruction in Latin in 
places near and far. Gregory recalls that he had learned Latin in distant 
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Cappadocia with a view to studying law ‘at Berytus, that most Roman of 
cities, centre of instruction in the law’.  23   

 Roman culture did make progress in the East. We can cite among relevant 
factors the numerous establishments of Italian traders and fi nanciers in 
eastern cities from the second half of the second century  BC , the presence of 
around twenty- fi ve pockets of Italian colonists from the age of Caesar and 
Augustus, the existence of Roman educational institutions in those colonies 
and to some extent elsewhere, the use of Latin as the offi cial language of the 
army and the civil and judicial administration, the institution of the cult of 
Rome from the early second century  BC  and subsequently the spread of the 
imperial cult, the popularity of some Roman entertainments, in particular, 
gladiatorial games and wild- beast shows (normally linked with the imperial 
cult), and the diffusion of Roman- style podium- mounted temples, baths and 
theatres, as well as amphitheatres. Occasionally, there was open imitation of 
buildings in Rome. The Herodian theatres in Jerusalem, Caesarea and 
elsewhere were inspired by the theatre of Pompey in Rome, seen by their 
donor within two decades of its construction. Local initiative, the pressing 
desire to exploit a city’s special connection with Rome, lay behind the unique 
early Tiberian Sebasteion complex in Aphrodisias. This was a processional 
way entered through a propylaeum, and leading between three- storied walls 
to a temple. It drew on the forum of Augustus at Rome, and, for its extensive 
relief decoration, on recent events in Rome, specifi cally, the funerals of 
Augustus and Drusus, son of Tiberius.  24   

 It remains the case that the cultural tradition of the Greeks was much too 
powerful to be undermined on home ground, even had successive Roman 
governments been inclined to mount a frontal attack. As it was, imperial 
governments were inclined to protect and promote Hellenic civic culture at 
the expense of local eastern cultures. It was precisely this policy that to the 
educated Greek constituted the major benefi t of Roman rule. It also explains 
the acceptance by the intellectual and political leadership of a permanent 
condition of political subservience, and its attentiveness to particular 
Rome- originating directives and initiatives – or, for that matter, changes of 
fashion. A production of sarcophagi, beginning in Rome and Ostia in the 
early second century in response to a growing preference for inhumation 
as opposed to cremation among the Roman upper classes, quickly spread 
to the East; but, predictably, the great demand for these sculptured coffi ns 
in the East was met by local craftsmen (operating in Athens and several 
centres in Asia Minor), and with decorative relief work that was purely 
Greek in idiom.  25   

 There is much more to be said about the mixture of cultures in the eastern 
empire in the urban environment, but this properly belongs to a prior 
investigation into the limits of Hellenization. The uniqueness and durability 
of Jewish and Egyptian cultures, the continuously evolving and infl uential 
Oriental cultures, are familiar themes to students of the East and Near East. 
The diverse Anatolian cultures largely escape notice until later Christian 
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sources partially lift the veil, but in the Phoenician cities continuity with the 
pre-Greek past in the areas of language, political institutions, cults, literary 
and documentary tradition, and historical consciousness can be identifi ed 
with different degrees of certainty. Moreover, toward the end of our period 
there were emperors and courtiers who, because of their backgrounds, 
were particularly well informed about the vitality of Phoenician and other 
Near-Eastern cultures. The jurist Ulpian, who boasted Tyre as his place of 
origin, entertained the idea that Punic and Aramaic (‘Assyrian’) might be 
chosen as alternative languages to Latin or Greek for certain legal 
transactions ( Digest  45.1.1.6). Punic- speaking Tripolitania produced the 
family of Septimius Severus, and an Aramaic- speaking area of Syria that of 
his second wife, Julia Domna.  26   

 The survival of Phoenician culture has important implications for the 
extent not only of Hellenization in the East but also of Romanization in the 
West. The potency of Greek culture is established by its continuous and 
lasting infl uence on the culture of Rome, and also its survival in various 
outposts in the West from Sicily to Spain, most dramatically in Naples, ‘a 
Greek shop window 150 miles from Rome’. The survival in north Africa of 
the other ‘colonial’ culture, Phoenician, is proven by hundreds of Neo-Punic 
inscriptions (many of them offi cial, as in fi rst- century Lepcis Magna and 
fi rst- and second- century Maktar) and by literary evidence from Statius in 
the second half of the fi rst century to Augustine in the early fi fth. Apuleius’ 
disparaging comment about his renegade stepson Pudens of Oea in 
Tripolitania, that he never spoke anything but Punic, may not be fair to 
Pudens, but is acceptable for its implication that Punic in the mid- second 
century was a living language among the propertied classes as well as the 
unlettered townsfolk. Elsewhere, evidence of the staying- power of Phoenician 
culture in an urban setting is harder to fi nd, but the neo-Punic inscription 
from Bitia in Sardinia should occasion no surprise. Finally, even without the 
evidence of the inscriptions in Libyan, or Ulpian’s remark that the Celtic 
language might be admissible in Roman civil law ( Digest  32.11 pref.), or the 
quantity of onomastic evidence from the north and north- western provinces, 
it would be reasonable to expect indigenous languages to have survived the 
impact of Romanization as languages of ordinary discourse, and not only 
among the lower classes, in the urban setting.  27    

  The limits of Romanization: countryside 

 City and country formed to some extent a continuum. Cities typically served 
as the geographical and economic axis of a rural territory, as the domicile of 
a portion of the agricultural work- force, and as a social and religious centre 
for all and sundry. Again, the city and the ‘villa- belt’ around it may be 
thought of as a unity from the point of view of the landowning urban 
aristocracy. Yet in Antioch and Hippo Regius, Syriac- and Punic- speaking 
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rustics stood out from other members of the congregations of, respectively, 
John Chrysostom and Augustine.  28   In what follows, we treat city and 
country as distinct categories for purposes of analysis. 

 Some cultural penetration of the countryside was inevitable. Peasants 
were brought into contact with Roman infl uences through taxation, 
conscription, money, cults, rural markets, customs stations, and itinerant 
soldiers and civilian offi cials. But their commitment to the vernacular 
languages and their native customs in general remained fi rm. In the Danubian 
provinces of Pannonia and Upper Moesia, the ‘archaeologically and 
epigraphically traceable’ sector of the tribal communities (the more 
prosperous members) betray their origins in their wagon graves and  tumuli  
(which are much more widespread in the Roman period than previously), 
tombstone sculpture (depicting local costume and astral symbolism) and 
funerary inscriptions, on which Celtic, Illyrian (Pannonian) and Thracian 
names abound. The very act of setting up an inscribed stone, and the use of 
Latin, even if it is bad or rudimentary Latin, are manifestations of Roman 
cultural infl uence. But this is not to say very much, especially when it is 
borne in mind that the inscriptions are heavily concentrated in the 
comparatively few urban centres of the provinces concerned, in the frontier 
areas and along the main roads. As for the wide dispersion of local burial 
customs in the Roman period, this is a refl ection not of Roman cultural 
infl uence, but of the political achievement of the imperial power in imposing 
settled conditions in a frontier area. When suddenly at the end of the second 
century, Romanization did make something of a breakthrough in the 
Danubian provinces in response to the enhanced political importance of 
the region, it was colourless, shallow- rooted and ephemeral.  29   

 Latin received the same kind of token recognition from inhabitants of the 
pre- desert zone in Tripolitania, who transliterated their Punic into Latin for 
epigraphic purposes, as from the Pannonian and Moesian tribesmen. Closer 
to the coast, at El-Amronni in the south- west Gefara, a prosperous farmer 
laid claim to Roman citizen status in his funerary inscription of uncertain 
date, when he recorded his name as Q. Apuleius Maxssimus (everyday name, 
Rideus), but the names of his father (Iuzale), grandfather (Iurath) and wife 
(Thanubra) were Libyan, and beside his inscription his heirs provided a neo-
Punic version. Romanization in his case was at best skin- deep, and that of 
his sons (who bear stock Latin names) no different, unless they had emigrated 
to the city (Gigthis and Sabratha were the least remote). Some Latin had 
crept into the vocabulary of the countryfolk around St. Augustine’s see of 
Hippo Regius. The word  salus  in their usage was heavy with religious 
symbolism, since it combined the Latin ‘salvation’ with the Punic ‘three’ 
(compare the Hebrew,  shalosh ). But these peasants were still Punic- speakers, 
six centuries after the Roman conquest.  30   

 The degree to which rural areas were Romanized was severely circumscribed 
by the character of Roman imperial policy, and the nature and limited extent 
of the contact that was deemed necessary between Rome’s representatives 
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abroad and the subject peoples. The elitist and town- centred character of 
Roman civilization have been recurrent themes of this book. There was no 
 mission civilisatrice  undertaken in the interests of the mass of the subject 
population. Agricola’s conduct as governor of Britain is symptomatic (Tacitus, 
 Agr.  19–21). His aims did not include the imposition of the Roman educational 
system on Britons of all classes. This would not have been a practical 
proposition in Britain or anywhere else. In any case, Agricola would not have 
believed in it. His civilizing efforts were aimed exclusively at British chieftains 
and their sons: it was they who were led to live a comfortable urban life, 
receive a Roman education and adopt Roman customs. He had no programme 
for ordinary Britons, in town or country, beyond administering justice 
equitably, moderating requests for taxes, supplies and military manpower, 
and maintaining a close supervision through the army. In brief, if rural 
populations gave no trouble and fulfi lled their essential obligations, then the 
imperial administration was content to leave them in peace. 

 The army, where it existed in substantial numbers, was arguably the main 
offi cial instrument of rural Romanization, to the extent that it ‘recycled’ 
peasants after exposing them to the dominant culture. There was, however, 
a growing tendency for the army to recruit from soldiers’ families ‘in the 
camp’, and to form a closed order, cut off from both the local population 
and the rest of provincial society.  31   

 The local elites were potential disseminators of Roman culture beyond 
the city boundaries. They, if anyone, were in contact with the mass of Rome’s 
subjects, that is, the inhabitants of the countryside, in their capacities as 
landlords and employers of labour, patrons, creditors and representatives of 
urban authority. An index of the Romanization of British or Gallic chieftains 
was the replacement of timber huts, circular or rectangular, by stone- founded 
corridor villas, increasingly improved with baths, underfl oor heating and 
mosaics. These Roman- style country- houses signalled their owner’s 
allegiance to the new order and pointed to their enhanced status within it.  32   

 By the same token, the villa symbolised the accentuation under Roman 
infl uence of the social divisions that were present in pre- conquest provincial 
society. The possession of Roman culture was seen and valued by the local 
elite as an additional criterion of social superiority. They had no more 
interest than central government offi cials in transforming the style of life of 
the mass of the population. It is symptomatic of this attitude that villas and 
native farmsteads coexisted in south and south- east Britain, a relatively 
Romanized rural area. The indigenous settlements were subordinate to or 
formed part of the villa estates. Their survival implies that the material 
culture of their occupants had not changed  pari passu  with the transformation 
of their social and economic relationships with the villa proprietors.  33   

 In addition, villas were not everywhere: whether in Britain, Gallia Belgica, 
Mauretania Caesariensis or Tripolitania, they occupied the inner ring of a 
city’s rural territory. Beyond, rural life continued relatively undisturbed, and 
retained its traditional character. 
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 Finally, cities and Romanizing urban elites were not everywhere. The 
Celtic area, an extensive belt of land from the Iberian peninsula through 
France to Germany and Britain, remained under- urbanized. The cities of the 
north African provinces were concentrated in the coastal zone and near- 
interior, and in inland Mauretania the main unit of organization was the 
tribe. In inner Anatolia, Syria or Egypt, the population lived principally in 
scattered villages that retained their distinctive, local character.  34   In Syria 
Palestina, Jerusalem disappeared under the straight line and right angle of 
Hadrian’s Aelia Capitolina, but Galilee, like other rural areas all over the 
empire, was allowed to follow a path of separate development.  35    

  ADDENDUM 

 J. Elsner and G. Woolf 
 Roman cultural history has been the focus of intensive research over the past three 
decades. It was conventional in the 1980s to think in terms of cultures (Roman, 
Greek, local etc.) but it is now much more common to write about cultural activity. 
Earlier studies tended to treat identities as pre- existent dispositions that were 
revealed by particular choices of ceramic, poetry and so on: it is now more common 
to treat identities as created, maintained and modifi ed through cultural action and 
interchange. 

 So rather than writing that ‘the cultural tradition of the Greeks was much too 
powerful to be undermined on home ground’, historians now tend to ask why and 
how so many works of literature or architecture were associated with Hellenism; 
why this badge had such a powerful appeal for so many imperial subjects (and some 
rulers); and whose interests the reproduction of Greek cultural forms served, in the 
empire and in so many of its cities (Goldhill 2001), reaching well beyond the bounds 
of antiquity into the Roman empire’s Byzantine successor (Kaldellis 2007, 2009). 
The urban elites of the former Macedonian kingdoms – and those teachers, 
performers and artisans who supplied their desires – were clearly among the early 
winners, capitalizing on an interest in Greek things displayed by their Roman 
conquerors (Ferrary 1988, Habinek 1998, Wallace-Hadrill 2008). Their success in 
entrenching and universalizing Greek language and a selection of cultural practices 
(the gymnasium but not democracy, rhetoric but not freedom of speech) enticed the 
rulers of cities in Asia Minor and Syria, Egypt, Sicily and southern Italy to participate. 
Terms like Hellenization, when still employed, have been decentred (Woolf 1994). It 
is more common to focus attention on phenomena like the westward spread of 
agonistic athletic festivals, the emergence of empire- wide habits of dining, or on the 
new codes of masculinity promulgated in rhetorical performance (Caldelli 1997, van 
Nijf 2001, Slater 1991, Garnsey 1999, König 2008, Gleason 1995). Identity politics 
certainly includes the elaboration and contestation of notions of Greek identity in 
works of literature (Swain 1996, Whitmarsh 2001). But cultural action in the cities 
of the East, manifested in monuments and festivals, was often more focused on 
sustaining local identities, hybridized from Greek myth, Roman history and elements 
that belonged to neither (Whitmarsh 2010, Dignas and Smith 2012). In Rome and 
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the other major capitals, the visual and material parameters that defi ned urban 
identity in the imperial metropoleis drew on a multiplicity of styles and forms that 
defi ned the empire itself, well beyond Greek and Italic precedents into Egypt, the 
East and the West (Elsner 2006). 

 The emergence of new identities and new styles of public and private life in the 
west did differ in that it more often took place within the framework of political 
institutions imposed by Rome and based (if only loosely) on Italian and Roman 
models (Dondin-Payre and Raepsaet-Charlier 1999, Rüpke 2006). The contrasts can 
be exaggerated. There were new Roman style civic constitutions in parts of Asia 
Minor and a scatter of Roman colonies east of the Aegean (Mitchell 1993, Salmeri, 
Raggi, and Baroni 2004). Elsewhere, notably in Egypt and Greece, local urban forms 
were rapidly transformed under Roman rule without becoming very similar to 
Italian forms (Bowman and Rathbone 1992, Spawforth 2012). Equally some western 
cities had ancient Punic or Greek roots and there was no centralized attempt to erase 
local traditions. But general trends can be discerned such as the construction of 
theatres and amphitheatres, the organization of local festivals around the cult of the 
emperors and the growing popularity of gladiatorial games. During the second 
century  AD  there is increasing evidence for gladiatorial games in the East and athletic 
 agones  in the West, Greek rhetoric enjoyed some status in the larger western cities 
(and Latin rhetoric in Africa and Gaul rose to impressive heights by late antiquity) 
and western styles of bathing were provided for in great monumental complexes in 
major Greek cities such as Ephesus and Sardis, supplied by aqueducts and constructed 
using technologies developed in central Italy (Robert 1940, König 2005, Newby 
2005, Yegul 1992). The ubiquity of the monumental imprints of civic life – roads, 
aqueducts, baths, theatres, amphitheatres, temples,  fora , colonnaded streets, honorifi c 
statuary, public inscriptions – are signs of a common culture in a single if multi- 
lingual and multi- cultural imperium. The parallelisms of villa structures and their 
decoration (mosaics, sculpture, etc.) in elite private life attest to a similar aspiration 
to a common culture in the dominant elites across the empire (Hales 2003). 
Differences always remained but there are clear signs of a common set of cultural 
norms, and also that these extended some way beyond the elites. 

 There are few long epigraphic documents from the western provinces, and much 
less literature was composed in Latin: as a consequence we know less about the 
strength of local identities and traditions in these parts of the empire (Derks and 
Roymans 2009). It is evident from the archaeology of north Africa, Iberia and 
southern Gaul (and to a lesser extent from that of Britain, the Gallic and German 
provinces and those of the Danubian frontier) that a broad conformity to new styles 
of dress, dining and architecture emerged. But it is not possible to show that those 
who made these choices and paid for them, thought of themselves as thereby 
acquiring a Roman identity, or even Gallo-Roman, Romano-British identities and 
the like. For these reasons, and others, the idea of Romanization is now less and less 
employed (Woolf 1998, Le Roux 2004, Mattingly 2004, Janniard and Traina 2006). 
More probably those that could, felt they were approximating to notions of civilized 
behaviour that were generalized in the empire as a whole. Such models of what was 
culturally normative as a buy- in for elites across the empire allowed much space also 
for cultural dissonance (rather than anything so simple as resistance) by religious, 
local and ethnic minorities and by those outside the elite – but also the possibility for 
appearing to conform where useful or necessary.  Romanitas  fi rst appears in a 
Christian text composed around  AD  200, and even those Latin texts like Pliny’s 
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 Natural History  that are concerned with differentiating Roman knowledge from 
Greek knowledge employ the language of  nos  versus  Graeci , (‘us’ versus ‘the Greeks’), 
and more often appeal to universal notions of civilization ( humanitas ) (Veyne 1993). 

 Increasingly the Roman empire is seen less as a set of institutions imposing or 
disseminating one or more high cultures and more as a social fi eld within which 
political and cultural activity intersected in complex ways. 

 Emperors and the cultural activity of the court and the metropolis provide a case 
in point. The economic and political leverage of emperors cannot be doubted, 
whether it was exercised in the patronage of poets or in the funding of immense 
monumental complexes like the imperial  fora  in Rome and events staged in them, 
such as imperial triumphs and the saecular games. Yet it is more and more clear 
that emperors were constrained by the expectations of their audiences and by the 
capacities of the artists and architects they commissioned (Hölscher 1984, Elsner 
2007). The classicism of Augustan monuments provides a good example (Zanker 
1988). It is diffi cult to imagine the emperor or his advisors deciding positively on the 
use of the Corinthian capital or particular conventions of statuary, or even deciding 
which Hellenistic innovations to appropriate and which to reject ostentatiously. 
Equally we can hardly imagine Augustus or Maecenas advising Horace on his choice 
of metres or Virgil on his deployment of epic intertexts. Patrons were largely subject 
to talents they sought to marshall. And just as Augustus was unable to end grain 
distributions to the urban plebs, so he and future emperors were compelled to fund 
a range of games. Indeed, the further from the court we look, the more spaces there 
were for cultural activity that was generated by and for popular elements in society, 
beyond the control and sometimes knowledge of Rome’s elite (Horsfall 2003, Toner 
2009). Texts like the  Satyricon  sometimes offer versions of how the literary elite 
imagined the low- life of the city: non- literary texts sometimes illuminate just how 
complex activities like gambling could be at all levels of society (Purcell 1995b, 
Toner 1995). 

 In any case, some of the cultural activity that took place in the immediate vicinity 
of the emperors was clearly developed by intellectuals and aristocrats as a means of 
controlling their ruler’s behaviour. Orators, biographers and philosophers all 
conspired to elaborate a model of the Good Emperor that suited their interests, and 
emperors that failed to live up to the new imperial virtues knew they would be 
criticized for it (Edwards 1993). The evolution of the Roman imperial court followed 
a different pattern to that of Hellenistic kingdoms in part because the Roman 
aristocracy remained successful in representing emperors as their kinsmen and 
friends, and persuading them to display civic virtue ( civilitas ) (Wallace-Hadrill 
1996). Only when emperors (from Hadrian on) spent less and less time in Rome 
were they able to develop a more explicitly autocratic style. Emperors were important 
cultural actors, to be sure, but they did not control Roman cultural activity. 
The career of Nero shows how risky cultural innovation could be in the capital 
(Elsner and Masters 1994). 

 The broad contours of cultural variation across the empire described in 
 Chapter 12  remain valid. Linguistically, Latin was the public language in areas west 
of the Adriatic and north of a line that divided the Balkans from the militarized 
provinces of the Danube. Greek fulfi lled a similar function in the remainder of the 
empire. The army and Roman law used Latin everywhere, which probably meant 
most of those who dealt with them understood it, and literary life in the West aspired 
to a cultural bilingualism (Adams 2003, Adams, Janse, and Swain 2002, Adams 
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2007). Hundreds of local languages were spoken across the empire, but only a few 
(for example, Aramaic in the Near East and perhaps Punic in North Africa) were the 
basis of literary activity (Harris 1989, Mullen and James 2012). Cultural production 
was indeed focused on the cities, which is to say that for most of this period local 
and imperial elites chose to spend a good part of their surplus there. The contrast 
drawn between large scale patterns and localized variants also remains valid. 
Archaeological work has added nuance and detail to that picture without challenging 
its broad lines.  Understanding how these patterns came about, and why they were 
sustained, has proved more contentious. We might distinguish some very widespread 
(global) patterns – wine- drinking for example, or cult paid to the emperors – 
from highly localized ones, like the hairstyles on the tombstones of women 
living around Cologne, or the shape of tombs on the edge of the Libyan Desert. 
How can we best explain these two levels of patterning and their relation to one 
another?

 Let us start with the global patterns. Very few can be plausibly represented as the 
result of deliberate political action emanating from Rome or the imperial court, 
especially now that neither Hellenization nor Romanization is regarded as an active 
force (as opposed to something that needs to be explained). Roman institutions of 
government might seem to have promoted urbanism, but their impact on the physical 
form or social texture of cities was limited. In the north- west cities only rarely had 
more than 5000 inhabitants while in other regions (usually ones with long pre-
Roman urban traditions) they could be ten or even one hundred times that size. As 
for widespread tastes in ceramic tableware or in the mosaic décor of dining room 
fl oors, or in bathing or the design of domestic housing no political dimension is 
plausible, although a cultural centripetalism is likely from the populations of what, 
by and large, were a series of subjects happy to be under a loose imperial control. 

 Part of this global culture of consumption derives from the emergence of a 
technological  koine  in the Mediterranean world and its hinterlands, processes that 
began long before Roman unifi cation of the area (Oleson 2008). The working of glass 
(including the invention of blowing about 50  BC ), to make bottles and eventually 
windows is a case in point, as is the development of waterproof concrete, the creation 
of kilns capable of fi ring at very high temperatures, or of aqueduct technology. Freer 
movement of artisans and capital was matched by a trade in materials (pozzulana sand 
for concrete from the Bay of Naples, granites from the eastern desert of Egypt, marbles 
from the Aegean, timbers from the forested margins of the Mediterranean and much 
else). Powering all this activity was the emergence of a set of tastes that were shared by 
Greek and Latin speaking elites (Elsner 1998, Thomas 2007). Mosaic fl oors decorated 
villas in the Aegean and Syria, in North Africa and Italy, Spain, Gaul and Britain 
(Dunbabin 1999). Similar meals were served on similar silver plate across the vast 
range of the empire (Murray and Tecusan 1995, Nielsen and Nielsen 1998, Garnsey 
1999). The elite dead were not only buried in similar forms of coffi n, sarcophagi, 
across the empire from the later fi rst century  AD , but actual fi nished items – expensive 
and often ornately carved to a high degree of completion – were exported across the 
entire Mediterranean region with as much enthusiasm as raw materials. 

 How global cultural phenomena and universal empire should be connected is a 
matter of current debate (Inglebert, Gros, and Sauron 2005, Veyne 2005). Few 
researchers see Roman authorities actively and deliberately promoting cultural 
changes, nor provincials retaining traditional forms as a means of asserting resistance 
to Roman values. But opinions vary as to how far Roman ideologies and values 
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infl uenced the choices made by those in the provinces who did set local regimes of 
value. One view is that cultural convergence at fi rst served the immediate interests of 
local elite members trying to impress each other and their imperial masters, before 
the movement acquired its own momentum and spread more widely through 
society (Woolf 1998). It has also been argued that a shared intellectual culture 
played a key part in ensuring provincial loyalty, in the absence of effective means of 
coercion (Ando 2008). Imperial dictats on what we would consider cultural 
matters (largely sumptuary legislation and matters of ritual observance) were very 
few, and perhaps rarely enforced, but in a patrimonial empire it is not surprising that 
many imitated cultural projects conceived at the centre (Zanker 1988). What the 
empire did was to create an unprecedentedly extensive market, functioning with 
a reliable single currency in conditions of exceptional peace and minimal brigandage. 
That was good not only for business but also for the business of forging and 
spreading culture. 

 Explaining localized styles is more complex. Some local peculiarities (for example 
of burial rite, of onomastics, human and divine, or of sanctuary architectures) 
certainly did characterize places less closely connected to the mainstream than 
others. But it is also clear that many local traits were developed in a sort of dialogue 
with imperial or hegemonic styles, rather as dynamics of globalization today are 
often seen as running in tandem with dynamics of localization (sometimes termed 
glocalization). Highly localized ritual practices are the most obvious case in point, 
like the cults of Ilium and Aphrodisias, which developed particular local identities 
based on their supposed ancient religious connections with Rome. In some cases 
local identities, and the histories and local celebrations of collective memory through 
which they were manifested, seem to depend more on the Roman present than on 
actual knowledge of the pre-Roman past (Millar 1993, Woolf 1996). 

 Cultural projects often referred to both local and global frames of reference. 
Lucian’s  On the Syrian Goddess  and Favorinus’  Corinthian Oration  devote energy 
to elaborating highly specifi c, local and often hybridized identities for their authors. 
Texts like Strabo’s  Geography , Pliny’s  Natural History  and Pausanias’  Periegesis  
draw together a series of local cultural productions to tell stories of a culturally 
multifarious empire, stories in which ‘Greece’ and ‘Rome’ are variously infl ected, and 
in which – for reasons of local pride – the presence of Rome may be variously 
suppressed or asserted, even if it is the consistent (perhaps distant) framing factor for 
all political and cultural life (Dueck, Lindsay and Pothecary 2005, Naas 2002, 
Murphy 2004, Alcock, Cherry and Elsner 2001, Hutton 2005). One strand of 
Roman taste, perhaps especially in the environs of Rome itself and the nearby 
playgrounds of the city’s elite – as exemplifi ed in the menus in Petronius’  Satyricon  
and the architecture of Hadrian’s palace at Tivoli – consisted in celebrating the 
diversity drawn together by empire. Another strand, represented for example by 
Juvenal’s  Third Satire , condemns the capital as a hybrid and effectively conducts a 
polemical reversal of the celebration of diversity, while Dionysius’  Roman Antiquities  
claims the Romans as Greeks and Aelius Aristides’  Roman Oration  has a prize orator 
in the East celebrating Rome in public. Not all imperial period authors were worried 
by such matters. Plutarch offers up Republican Romans and Classical Greeks alike 
as models of virtue and vice in his  Parallel Lives , and shows some interest in difference 
of ritual and custom in his sympotic works, but Platonism is a far more important 
frame of reference in most of his works, and he makes occasional use of other 
traditions too including Egyptian mythology. 
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 Local appropriations of metropolitan cultural projects went well beyond imitating 
the architecture of the Flavian Amphitheatre. Some of the iconic images of Augustan 
Rome were reproduced in the provinces: a copy of the Shield of Virtue was found at 
Arles, of the pedimental reliefs of Venus, Mars and Caesar from the Temple of Mars 
Ultor in Carthage and of a group fi guring Anchises, Aeneas and Ascanius in Merida. 
The latter image was parodied in a painting from Pompeii, in which Aeneas and 
Ascanius have dog heads. This visual model was later appropriated in varieties of 
public and private reliefs to make a range of pointed comparisons, some encomiastic 
and others clearly polemical (for instance when early Christian art appropriated the 
motif of Anchises, Aeneas and Ascanius for the triumphant Hebrews escaping 
Egyptian persecution after crossing the Red Sea (Elsner 2011)). Rather than 
separating out global from local cultural productions, then, it seems preferable to 
envisage a series of different kinds of cultural play between universal and local 
identities, broad identities and minority ones – play through which the empire found 
more of a unity than in any pretended cultural homogeneity. 

 There is, to be sure, a danger in taking the fact of empire as  the  master reference 
point for cultural production. An interest in post- colonial reading of Roman cultural 
life has, paradoxically, accentuated the trend to understand the literary and artistic 
cultural production primarily in terms of its imperial situation. But when we turn to 
kinds of cultural action that were not controlled by local elites, the imperial frame is 
not always so evident. A good example is the great body of Jewish writing produced 
in the period across a diaspora that stretched from Italy (at least) in the west to 
Babylonia in the east, that is beyond and across political borders. Some of this was 
in Greek, like Josephus’ historical writing and Philo’s unusual blend of Greek 
philosophy and Jewish tradition (Berthelot 2011). But the Mishnah, composed in 
Hebrew, and the Talmud, composed partly in Hebrew, partly in varieties of Aramaic, 
show relatively little engagement with the Roman (or indeed the Persian) empire 
(Ben-Eliyahu, Cohn, and Millar 2013). Perhaps other diasporas, including that of the 
Greeks, should be considered in the same way, as might be the spread of new religious 
cults, such as Christianity and Manichaeism, which both had vibrant lives in the 
Parthian/Sasanian world as well as the Roman. Was there anything imperial about 
imperial Greek epigram or the prose romance in both Greek and Latin beyond the 
period of its composition? Do historicist readings of Flavian epic risk overestimating 
one context (the political) at the expense of others (games of literary appropriation, 
tacit notions of gender, competitions for cultural esteem, to name but a few)? Many 
of the cultural forms created during the Principate had long afterlives not only in late 
antiquity but beyond the fragmentation of the empire, just as some had roots long 
before its creation. For some kinds of cultural activity the Roman empire was an 
incidental, rather than a determining, context.     
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                 CONCLUSION   

   I 

 The spreading outwards of Rome was a process almost as old as Rome 
itself. But the transition from oligarchy to monarchy at the beginning of our 
period (27  BC  to  AD  235) ushered in a new phase of expansion, extending 
Roman rule well beyond the Mediterranean basin. 

 Rome’s rulers pursued contrasting aims in the Mediterranean world and 
in the world removed from the Mediterranean. In the former, a level of 
political and cultural unity was achieved not previously known in antiquity. 
Rome reconciled the Greek East to its rule by protecting Hellenic civic 
culture and encouraging its diffusion; meanwhile immigration, colonization 
and cultural penetration which had begun in the Republican period 
narrowed the gap between Italy and those regions of north Africa, France 
and the Iberian peninsula that were already part of the empire. In the latter, 
Rome’s mission was conquest and pacifi cation rather than the spread of 
Graeco-Roman civilization. Measured in terms of the incidence of urban-
ization and the extent of assimilation of local urban elites into the Rome- 
based governing class, imperial institutions and culture (Romanization) 
made relatively little impact on indigenous structures and ways of life in 
these newly conquered areas. The hegemony of the political and cultural 
elite of the Mediterranean was not broken until the mid- third century, when 
endemic frontier insecurity placed the direction of the Roman empire in the 
hands of military men from the Balkans. This vast empire was administered 
by a few offi cials. The emperors instituted a modest expansion in the number 
of administrative posts and diversifi ed the social background of offi cials, but 
this marked rather less than a departure from the tradition of government 
without bureaucracy. Offi cials owed their appointment and promotion to 
personal factors, not rules, and were directly responsible to the emperor. The 
aims of government remained limited to the enforcement of law and order 
and the raising of revenues for the support of capital city, court, administration 
and army. To achieve the fi rst of these aims, Augustus organized for the fi rst 
time a professional army. In respect of administrative practices, however, 
there was substantial continuity with the past. Revenues were raised more 
effi ciently and from a wider area, but no attempt was made to impose a 
uniform tax system. 

 Instead of reforming the central and provincial administration, emperors 
followed the traditional policy of building up an infrastructure of centres of 
local government which could render practical services to the imperial 
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power. In the Greek East it was a matter of winning or confi rming the loyalty 
and cooperation of an existing urban elite, though the under- urbanized 
hinterland received some new foundations. In many parts of the West, 
however, an urban elite had to be fashioned out of the remnants of defeated 
tribal aristocracies. 

 The extraction of the resources of the provinces remained the responsibility 
of the cities under the supervision of the provincial governors. Imperial 
governments showed their interest in the proper performance of this task 
not by multiplying offi cials, but by exercising closer supervision over those 
already there. Governors suffered a reduction in both formal powers and 
discretionary authority. The income and expenditures of cities were subjected 
to certain restrictions (no new taxes, no new public building without 
permission), while the compulsory and voluntary contributions and services 
of the local elite – the main mechanism by which both local and central 
government demands were met – were subjected to tighter regulation. 
However, it would be wrong to exaggerate the extent of central government 
concern and pressure. Interference by emperors or their delegates was 
sporadic and ad hoc, usually elicited by interested individuals or groups in 
the localities themselves. There was no rash of general enactments, nor any 
systematic reorganization of local government. However ineffi cient and 
corrupt, it served the limited purpose of the state. 

 Roman and provincial society, economy and culture did undergo 
transformation despite the constraints imposed by the limited expectations 
of the government, the sheer size of the empire, the range and diversity of 
cultures within it and the relatively primitive level of development of 
economic life. The task is to make a realistic assessment of the pace and 
extent of change and to explain how it was effected.  

  II 

 The economy was underdeveloped, as measured by the poverty of the mass 
of the people, the predominance of agricultural labour, the backward state 
of technology, the importance of land as a source of wealth and power, 
and the dominance of the value system of the landed aristocracy. The 
establishment of peace and stable government made possible economic 
prosperity and growth on a modest scale. The impact on the economies 
of the ‘developing’ provinces of the West of immigration, urbanization, 
military occupation and the fi scal demands of the government is undeniable. 
But we do not accept the bolder estimates of the extent and effects of 
monetization and the growth of trade and commerce; we believe that 
expanded agricultural production was achieved in the western provinces 
through intensifi cation (higher labour input per unit area) and crop- 
specialization rather than technological innovation; and we hold that despite 
provincial ‘competition’, Italian agriculture (including viticulture) enjoyed 
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moderate prosperity and contri buted signifi cantly to the provisioning of 
Rome throughout our period. 

 In this agrarian economy, rich landowners are more visible than poor, so 
that there is a temptation to deny altogether the existence of a signifi cant 
number of owner- occupiers operating at or near subsistence level. This view 
and the associated assumption that low productivity and primitive methods 
made subsistence farming unviable should be rejected. The commonly 
accepted doctrine of a rapid and decisive shift from slave labour and 
management to tenancies in consequence of the ‘internal contradictions’ of 
slavery or declining interest among landowners in their estates is also 
dubious. First, the reduction in the numbers of agricultural slaves was a 
much longer and slower process than is envisaged in the conventional 
argument. Secondly, the evidence suggests the wealthy were actively 
concerned with, rather than uninterested in, landed investment and income. 
Similarly, with regard to patterns of landholding, only a few wealthy 
landowners held land in the form of huge tracts of arable- turned-pastureland, 
the  latifundia  of the moralising literature of the early Principate. Their 
property was typically dispersed and fragmented, a product of inheritance, 
marriage patterns and economic forces. 

 An ‘underdeveloped’ agrarian economy was able to meet the demands of 
the Roman government without jeopardizing the survival chances of Rome’s 
subjects. The burdens imposed were greater in aggregate than ever before, 
but were also distributed throughout the empire. A three- fold division 
operated, without substantial overlap, between areas supplying tax- and 
rent- grain to Rome, food and equipment to the army and money for civilian 
and military salaries and other cash expenditures. Rome’s subjects were no 
less able than previously to cope with the food shortages endemic in the 
region. Subsistence farmers were vulnerable but also resilient. In the urban 
context ‘euergetism’, the willingness of the local elite to contribute money, 
goods and services, continued to perform its function of staving off 
catastrophe in the absence of any organized system of ‘famine relief’. 
However, local elites included in their ranks speculators as well as 
benefactors. There are signs that profi teering in essential foodstuffs became 
more common than in the past, and that local government was less able to 
control it and more ready to seek outside intervention. These were ominous 
developments, but local patriotism was seriously undermined not by the 
normal operation of Roman government under the Principate, but by 
the collapse of central authority combined with chronic insecurity in the 
localities in the mid- third century.  

  III 

 Augustus restored stability to Roman society. Social divisions and tensions 
persisted, but the social order was held together by the family, by other 
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vertical and horizontal relationships, and by the ideological, legal and 
coercive power of the state. 

 The historian can usefully employ the conceptual apparatuses of both 
Marx and Weber in analysing social divisions in classical Rome. In class 
analysis, the search for the precise membership of classes, conceived as 
specifi c social entities, is a less fruitful approach than the identifi cation of 
the processes by which social inequalities arose and were perpetuated. The 
property system ensured that access to productive property (the means of 
production) was limited and passed down within the family. The legal 
system established property rights and in general underpinned the dominance 
of the propertied classes. The social system was marked by the direct 
personal dependence of workers (slave or free) on employers, a basis for 
exploitation. In our period, the major developments are the appearance of 
ex- soldiers in the ranks of the propertied under the sponsorship of the 
imperial government, and the strengthening of the position of local elites 
entailed in the (uneven) extension of the Roman legal system beyond Rome 
and Italy. The colonate, involving the radical downgrading of the free 
peasantry, was an innovation of the late empire. 

 Roman society was obsessed with status and rank; a Roman’s place in the 
social hierarchy was advertised in the clothes he wore, the seat he occupied 
at public entertainments, the number and social position of his clients and 
followers, and his private expenditures on slaves, housing and banquets. 
Hierarchies of status and rank were not precisely congruent; the one refl ected 
values and outlook, the other legal or customary rules. There were signifi cant 
status variations within the same ranks at all levels, even among slaves, a far 
from homogeneous group in terms of occupation and economic resources. 
These differentials led to ideological confl ict when they threatened to upset 
the pyramid of rank, as when equestrians and especially freedmen attained 
wealth and power that were thought to be incongruent with their station. 

 The Republican system of ranks (or orders) was taken over, extended and 
given sharper defi nition by Augustus. The senate was rebuilt and its social 
superiority emphasized through a property qualifi cation, special clothing, 
and restrictive regulations governing marriage and behaviour. The 
equestrians were established as a second aristocratic order with similar 
criteria for membership (birth, wealth), and restrictions on conduct (but not 
marriage). The military and administrative responsibilities given to 
equestrians produced in time a hierarchy of rank within the order and at the 
top honour deriving from rank rivalling that of leading senators. The 
decurions, or members of local governments, formed a third aristocracy. 
Below the three aristocratic orders came the humble free and the slaves. The 
humble free were differentiated from one another from the viewpoint of the 
law in terms of birth (whether slave or free) and rights (whether citizens or 
aliens). An important development in our period for which the emperors 
were responsible was the progressive overshadowing of this ancient juridical 
distinction by a status distinction between  honestiores  and  humiliores , 
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which won formal recognition in imperial rescripts from the early second 
century or earlier. Slaves were chattel; their humanity was given some limited 
recognition in the law, again through the decisions of emperors. 

 Turnover in senatorial and equestrian families was extremely high by any 
historical standards; these orders and to a lesser extent the urban elites were 
in constant need of replenishment from below. Ex- soldiers and ex- slaves 
formed two upwardly mobile groups. The promotion of veterans was an 
outcome of the professionalization of the army. Pay and donatives were 
suffi cient to enable veterans to retire with modest, and in the case of offi cers, 
substantial, wealth and assume positions of responsibility in local government. 
In contrast, the emancipation of slaves was a private affair; Augustus 
regulated but did not block the practice. Thus ex- slaves, selected as suitable 
recipients of property by wealthy men who lacked natural heirs or adopted 
sons, contributed a steady trickle of sons to the local aristocracy. In this way 
manumission played a part in the wealth- transferring process. In the East, 
where for technical reasons men of servile origin are less easy to pick out in 
the relevant Greek- language documents, it is a safe inference that the local 
elite replaced itself with select clients, freed or freeborn. In a society where 
wealth was in land and transmitted through the family, a propertied class 
that could not reproduce itself was replenished through controlled cooptation. 

 Augustus was aware of the importance of the family in society; he tried 
to reduce social mobility at the top of the social hierarchy by encouraging 
senators to marry, bear children and keep their property within the family. 
He was attempting the impossible, essentially because senators had devised 
what were to them satisfactory alternatives to constant childbearing, in 
particular, recourse to natural daughters as successors and the adoption of 
adult sons. In general, emperors were unwilling to bring Roman law as it 
related to the family into line with social behaviour. The contrast between 
legal principles and social realities is nowhere clearer than in the matter of 
parental authority, though the scale of the contrast has escaped modern 
commentators. The standard image of the Roman family as a patriarchal 
household ruled by an authoritarian, elderly  paterfamilias  and including his 
wife, sons and unmarried daughters, plus his sons’ children is untenable. In 
particular, low life expectancy at birth (about twenty- fi ve), the late age of 
marriage of men (the late twenties), and therefore the generational age gap 
(about forty) substantially reduced the effects of paternal authority over 
sons. Few fathers, around 20 per cent (25 per cent in the case of aristocratic 
men), were alive at the time of their son’s marriage. Women married younger, 
at 13 or 14 if aristocrats, in their late teens or early twenties otherwise. 
Many lacked fathers to witness their marriages (in the case of non- aristocratic 
women, this was true of more than half). As to husband–wife relationships, 
the effects of the ideology of inferiority and the age differential between 
wives and husbands have to be weighed against the wife’s independent 
control of her own property after her father’s death, her right to divorce and 
to take much of the (typically modest) dowry. 
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 Given the high rates of parental mortality, extended kinship links and 
personal reciprocal exchange relationships outside the family assume 
considerable importance. The latter fall into three main categories: patron/
client, patron/protégé (or superior/inferior friends) and equal friends. The 
emperor was patron to individuals with access to him and to the army and 
the plebs of Rome in general. Far from trying to eradicate traditional 
patronage relationships, emperors encouraged their continuation, in part 
because they were the main mechanism for the recruitment of new members 
of the imperial elite. A development of the Principate was the wider extension 
of patronage relationships encompassing the provinces, where imperial 
offi cials and successful provincials acted as patronal mediators for the 
younger generation of potential Roman aristocrats. Vertical patronal links 
also embraced the ‘respectable’ sections of the plebs and their social clubs or 
 collegia  (which provided mutual assistance for their memberships), but 
bypassed the unemployed and underemployed poor. Nevertheless, the 
extensiveness of the patronage network was a powerful force for social 
cohesion.  

  IV 

 The religious history of the Principate revolves around three main themes: 
the stability of the offi cial religion, the confrontation of offi cial and 
indigenous gods and cults in the localities, and the rise of Christianity. Rome 
as the increasingly cosmopolitan capital of a vast empire was ever more 
accessible to religious infl uences from abroad. Augustus was a religious 
conservative, as were some of his successors and the senatorial aristocracy 
as a whole. However, even emperors who were devotees of foreign, especially 
Egyptian, deities (for example, the Flavians) drew a fi rm line between their 
personal religious preferences and the public religion of Rome. Until the 
early third century no new gods were admitted into the Roman Pantheon 
with the exception of the Deifi ed Emperors, whose admission was a natural 
outcome of the transition to monarchy. The admission of Isis and Serapis by 
Caracalla is an important innovation to imperial tradition, refl ecting the 
Severan dynasty’s more elevated view of its religious and political status. For 
much of our period, however, the commitment of emperors to a changeless 
state religion which projected an image of stability was unqualifi ed. 

 The ruler cult was the only Roman cult to become more or less universal. 
It served three main functions: the diffusion of imperial ideology, the 
focusing of the loyalty of subjects on the emperor and the social and political 
advancement of those provincials who presided over its operation. In 
addition, the western provinces were invaded by the traditional Roman 
gods, especially the Capitoline Triad (Jupiter, Juno and Minerva), with 
which emperors and the ruler cult were closely associated. Indigenous 
religions disintegrated, were simplifi ed and reinterpreted under the impact 
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of Roman religion, particularly in the urban environment, the main area of 
imperial/local confrontation. However, religious transformation was on the 
whole the product of long- term peaceful penetration rather than coercion. 
Unless their moral sensibilities were outraged, as in the extreme case of 
human sacrifi ce, the Romans intervened with force only against cults and 
priesthoods held to be politically subversive. Political considerations led 
some of Rome’s rulers (Caesar, Augustus, Claudius) to favour the Jews, and 
others (Vespasian, Titus, Hadrian) to repress them. Christianity, identifi ed as 
a subversive force but not regarded as dangerous, was the main benefi ciary 
of the Roman government’s passive acceptance of innovation, the licence it 
gave to the individual to follow his own religious preferences. Emperors did 
not ‘tolerate’ Christianity, they looked the other way. Christianity was 
offi cially tolerated only in the aftermath of offi cial persecution, and there 
was none in the period of the Principate. 

 Rome the imperial capital felt the full impact of the ensuing changes at all 
levels when monarchy emerged out of the wreckage of the Republic. In the 
realm of culture, emperors looked to writers, artists, educators and 
philosophers, and to their own clients in particular, to promote or at least 
not undermine the imperial regime and its values. The results are visible in 
the poetry of Virgil and Horace and the oratory of Pliny, the fates of Ovid, 
Demetrius the Cynic and Helvidius Priscus the Stoic, the burning of the 
books of T. Labienus, the career of Quintilian the professor of rhetoric and 
the overt use of offi cial art as propaganda. But the history of literature, 
education or architecture cannot be reduced to a study of the personal 
preferences and relationships of emperors. 

 Roman emperors lacked any grand design to spread the culture of Rome 
through the empire. Romanization, better described as the fusion of imperial 
and local institutions and cultures, was the joint product of central 
government actions and local initiatives. In the West, a crucial factor was the 
incidence and depth of urbanization. In African, Spanish and Gallic cities, a 
Roman- style educational system produced men of culture, many of the most 
able and ambitious of whom moved to Rome to pursue literary, forensic and 
political careers. The career of Apuleius, who wrote Latin literature from a 
provincial base, is one indicator of the special vitality of Romano-African 
civilization in the latter part of our period – to be set alongside, for example, 
the brilliant innovations of African mosaicists. 

 What were the limits of Romanization? The position of Hellenic culture 
in the East provides a useful parallel. This was predominantly a civic culture. 
It made little impact on the indigenous cultures of the countryside. Moreover, 
its advance was resisted by the unique and durable Jewish, Egyptian and 
Oriental cultures, and by the resilient native traditions of Phoenicia. Finally, 
the Greek world proved susceptible in a limited way to Roman cultural 
infl uence. In the western provinces Rome was the dominant but far from 
ubiquitous cultural infl uence. Roman cultural hegemony was exercised 
principally in the cities and their immediate hinterlands. The possession of 
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Roman culture was another symbol of the status of a community and its 
leading members, many of whom continued to use the vernacular as the 
language of common discourse. Roman rule accentuated rather than broke 
down the divisions between city and country, rich and poor, local elites and 
the urban and rural masses.  

  V 

 The limited cultural penetration of Rome, the cultural diversity of the 
empire, even in the West, confi rm an important feature of Roman rule. By 
tradition the Romans conceived of the role of government as a limited one. 
In this regard, there was an essential continuity between Republic and 
Principate. Emperors were fundamentally conservative: their administrative 
innovations were limited and betray more interest in controlling their 
offi cials than in directing the lives of their subjects. The Augustan conquests 
were consolidated by the institution of permanent garrisons and the 
extension of urbanization. These were also the main mechanisms of change 
in the areas concerned, but the pace and extent of change depended crucially 
on local initiative. After Rome made its initial impact, Romanization was 
largely self- directed, a response of local elites to the prospect of enhanced 
status, wealth and power under the protection of the imperial authority. 
Finally, soldiers, functionaries and Romanizing elites were not everywhere. 
Many inhabitants of the empire had little experience or conception of Rome.     
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   From Augustus to Severus Alexander 

 Augustus (Imp. Caesar Augustus) 27  BC – AD  14 
 Tiberius (Ti. Caesar Augustus)  AD  14–37 
 Gaius (C. Caesar Augustus Germanicus) 37–41 
 Claudius (Ti. Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus) 41–54 
 Nero (Imp. Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus) 54–68 
 Galba (Ser. Sulpicius Galba Imp. Caesar Augustus) 68–69 
 Otho (Imp. M. Otho Caesar Augustus) 69 
 Vitellius (A. Vitellius Augustus Germanicus Imp.) 69 
 Vespasian (Imp. Caesar Vespasianus Augustus) 69–79 
 Titus (Imp. Titus Caesar Vespasianus Augustus) 79–81 
 Domitian (Imp. Caesar Domitianus Augustus) 81–96 
 Nerva (Imp. Caesar Nerva Augustus) 96–98 
 Trajan (Imp. Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus) 98–117 
 Hadrian (Imp. Caesar Traianus Hadrianus Augustus) 117–138 
 Antoninus Pius (Imp. Caesar T. Aelius Hadrianus Antoninus 

Augustus Pius) 138–161 
 Marcus Aurelius (Imp. Caesar M. Aurelius Antoninus 

Augustus) 161–180 
 Lucius Verus (Imp. Caesar L. Aurelius Verus Augustus) 161–169 
 Commodus (Imp. Caesar M. Aurelius Commodus Antoninus 

Augustus) 176–192 
 Pertinax (Imp. Caesar P. Helvius Pertinax Augustus) 193 
 Didius Julianus (Imp. Caesar M. Didius Severus Julianus 

Augustus) 193 
 Septimius Severus (Imp. Caesar L. Septimius Severus Pertinax 

Augustus) 193–211 
 Clodius Albinus (Imp. Caesar D. Clodius Septimius Albinus 

Augustus) 193–197 
 Pescennius Niger (Imp. Caesar C. Pescennius Niger Justus 

Augustus) 193–194 
 Caracalla (Imp. Caesar M. Aurelius Antoninus Augustus) 198–217 
 Geta (Imp. Caesar P. Septimius Geta Augustus) 209–211 
 Macrinus (Imp. Caesar M. Opellius Macrinus Augustus) 217–218 
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 Diadumenianus (Imp. Caesar M. Opellius Antoninus 
Diadumenianus Augustus) 218 

 Elagabal (Imp. Caesar M. Aurelius Antoninus Augustus) 218–222 
 Severus Alexander (Imp. Caesar M. Aurelius Severus 

Alexander Augustus) 222–235  

  Some later emperors referred to in the text 

 Maximinus (Imp. Caesar C. Julius Verus Maximinus Augustus) 235–238 
 Philip (Imp. Caesar M. Julius Philippus Augustus) 244–249 
 Decius (Imp. Caesar C. Messius Quintus Traianus Decius 

Augustus) 249–251 
 Valerian (Imp. Caesar P. Licinius Valerianus Augustus) 253–260 
 Gallienus (Imp. Caesar P. Licinius Egnatius Gallienus

 Augustus) 253–268 
 Aurelian (Imp. Caesar Domitius Aurelianus Augustus) 270–275 
 Diocletian (Imp. Caesar C. Aurelius Valerius Diocletianus 

Augustus) 284–305 
 Constantine (Imp. Caesar Flavius Valerius Constantinus 

Augustus) 307–337     
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  PLATE 2.    Caryatid from the colonnade of the Forum of Augustus. End of the fi rst 
century  BC , marble. Now in the Markets of Trajan, Rome. Photo: J. Elsner.     



  B.    Miniature terracotta version from Pompeii, fi rst century  AD . Now in Naples 
Museum. Photo: M. Squire.     

  A.    Remains of the monumental marble version from the Forum of Merida in Spain, 
fi rst century  AD . Now in Merida Museum. Photo: Photostock.     

  PLATE 3.    Versions of the group of Aeneas carrying his father Anchises and leading 
his son Iulus, set up in the Forum of Augustus around 2  BC .     



  D.    The group as a relief on the marble tombstone of Petronia Grata, fi rst century  AD . 
Archaeological Museum, Turin. Photograph: DAI Rome, Inst. Neg. 30.232 (Franck).     

  C.    The group as a relief on a funerary altar from Carthage, fi rst century  AD . Now in 
Bardo Museum. Photo: DAI 1961.0653 (Koppermann).     



  F.    The iconographic form of the group reused as an image of Hebrews escaping form 
Egypt during the crossing of the Red Sea. Late fourth century marble sarcophagus 
probably made in Rome and now in the Arles Museum. Photo: J. Elsner.     

  E.    The group as a painted burlesque in the form of dog- headed apes with large 
phalli, from the Masseria di Cuomo in Pompeii. Now in Naples Museum. Photo: 
M. Squire.     



  B.    Silver plate from Chaourse, third century  AD . ©The Trustees of the British 
Museum.     

  PLATE 4. A.    Arretine crater, found in Italy, terra sigillata, c. 20  BC – AD  20. ©The 
Trustees of the British Museum.     



  C.    Glass jug from Bayford, perhaps second century  AD . ©The Trustees of the British 
Museum.     

  D.    The Tivoli ‘general’, fi rst half of the fi rst century  BC , Palazzo Massimo, Rome. 
Photo: J. Elsner.     
  E.    Large Herculaneum Woman portrait statue, fi rst half of the second century  AD , from 
Rome, now in the Capitoline Museum. Photo: D-DAI-ROM-2001.1940 (K. Anger).     



  F.    Bust of Marcus Aurelius, second century  AD , from the villa at Chiragan, now in 
the Musée Saint-Raymond, Toulouse. Photo: J. Elsner.     

  G.    Sarcophagus with hunting scenes, late fourth century  AD , from Trinquetailles, 
now in the Arles Museum. Photo: J. Elsner.     

Plate 4 continued.
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