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T HE POOR, IATIN INSCRIPTIONS, 
AND SOCIAL HISTORY 

The urban paor in Roman social history are 
elusive at best. Problems begin with the 
identification of the segment of that popula­

tion which we might correctly call 'the poor' 1• 

Fundamentally, the paor need to be defined from 
an uextemal" paint of view - that is, the paint of 
view of the obseiver, not of the upoor person" -
which might be rather different. As a realistic 
image, we can think of the poar as falling into two 
groups. First, there are those who live an essen­
tially hand-to-mouth existence, that is, those who 
have enough to stay alive, but not enough to save, 
invest, and use to ubetter themselves." This rather 
unscientific but easily understood measure would 
encompass the day laborers. It stops short of the 
middling folk, who have some resource cushion, 
but are not wealthy enough to break into the 
socio-political-economic world of the elite. It 
would exclude, also, a second group of paor, the 
destitute - who had no resources atall and lived 
by beggary and outJawry. It is worth noting that 
from the standpoint of the wealthy, all three of 
these groups were the 'poar'. But for my purposes, 
it is best not to think of middlingers as poar peo­
ple, since they managed at an above-subsistence 
level. 

We have paor quantifiable data from the 
Roman world - or the ancient world in general 
- to help us in determining the relative size of 
these groups; even the total population of the 
Empire is a guesstimate at perhaps 150 millions. 
Besides, the relative numbers would vary some­
what from place to place and from time to time. 
Nevertheless, ifwe can suppose a certain similarity 
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of basic pallem among pre-industrial societies in 
Europe and the Mediterranean area, and take what 
figures the Roman world gives us, we can get a very 
broad idea of what the Roman world must have 
looked like. Based upon studies of early modern 
Europe, where documentation exists to allow 
intelligent estimates of the size of various eco­
nomic groups in society, we should estimate that 
about 50% of the population lived uon the edge"­
that is, was at risk of death from any disruption of 
their subsistence existence by natural catastrophe, 
plague, famine or other disaster2• At the other end, 
the super-rich who comprised the elite in the 
Roman Empire numbered, in absolute terms, 
probably about 1,000; these were the 'billionaires' 
of the senatorial order. How many fell just below 
these super-rich is impossible to estimate. The 
professional salaries in the imperial govemment 
for the next uclass" of Roman elite, the equestrian 
order, ranged from 50,000 to 600,000 sesterces 
per annum, or from about 30 times to about 300 
times the annual pay of a legionnaire and perhaps 
60 to 600 times that of a day laborer3• Those with 

2. For comparative data from France: •Robert Fossier studied 
rural Picardy of the end of the l 3th century. Here. 13% were 
indigents and beggars, 33% owned small parcels of land, but 
not enough to ensure survival in crisis times, 36% were peas­
ants with mare land, but no draught animals, and 19% were 
wealthy farmers. This percentage - roughly 50% of peasants 
living in abject poverty or on the brink - is shown in analyses 
of peasantries in other areas, as well . • GERF.MF.K o.e. 57. •1n the 
seventeenth century, Gregory King estimates as borderline, 
paupers and vagrants 47%, with the latter two at 24% of the 
population; The Marquis of Vauban gave a (contemporary) 
estimate of 10% beggars and 30% very poor/borderline in 
France." GEREMEK, o.e. 118-119 

3. For rough comparison: a laborer in the United States 
working for mínimum wage, eight hours a day, five days a 
week, fifty weeks a year would earn about S 10,000. A wealthy 
person with an income of S 1,000,000 would, therefore, make 
100 times as much. 



official posts in the order numbered perhaps 200-
300 but, of course, many more equestrians did not 
take up govemment work. Then there would have 
been a number of wealthy local men who never 
took up an imperial career at all. In total probably 
no more than 200,000 adult males and perhaps 
one percent percent of the population was encom­
passed by the wealthiest4• This leaves 99% of the 
population as what the elite would call 'poor: Of 
this number, I would estimate 45% of the mid­
dling sort, a figure approximately the same as that 
reached by Evan Haley in his study of Wealthy 
Baetici5• Their worldview would be significantly 
different from that of the free working-poor, as 
would their aspirations and potentialities. Work­
ing poor made up perhaps 35% of the population. 
Finally, the destitute are those who beg, steal, or 
otherwise operate at the margins of society in 
order to survive; they numbered perhaps 20%. 
Most of the emphasis in what follows is on the 
working-poor, but some attention must also be 
paid to the midlingers and destitute6. 

I now tum to the main topic of this paper, the 
evidence that Latin epigraphy can provide to help 
us understand the circumstances of the poor. In 
general, these poor appear as either objects or sub­
jects of inscriptional action. That is, inscriptions 
bear witness either to actions or perspectives that 
affect the poor, or actions and perspectives of the 
poor themselves. There are a number of places 
where non-elite - the working poor and desti­
tute, as well as the midlingers - appear as the 
objects of inscriptional action. For example, the 
inscriptional evidence for the dole and congiaria 
at Rome, or for the alimentary schemes of Italy7• 

The middlinger and working poor appear as sub­
jects in a variety of inscriptional data as well. They 
appear as members of collegia, and in sepulchral 
inscriptions. The destitute poor appear only as as 
objects, in the occasional reference to outlawry. I 
begin with an examination of the poor as object. 

Euvergetism had a long and fruitful life in the 
Roman world. Benefactors needed benefactees -

4. Auowv, G., 'l'he Social History of Rame, london 1985 ( orig. 
German 1975), 147. Cf. also HtnnJNF.N, P., 'l'he Social Strata in 
the Imperial City of Rame: A Quantitative Study of the Social Rep­
mentation in the Epitaphs Studied in the CIL VI, Oulu 197 4. 

5. HALEY, E., Wealthy Baetici, Austin 2003. 
6. For a discussion of categories of the poor, see WHmAKER, 

C.R., "The Poor", GIARDINA, A., 'l'he Romans (trans. LG. 
Cochrane), Chicago 1993 (original ltalian 1989), 278-279. 

7. VAN BERCHEM, D., Les distributions de bll et d'argent a la plèb 
romaine sous l'Empire, Geneva 1939, 24-25 on. partirularly, the 
Tabula Heracleensis. 

persons to whom to give. Although some Romans 
disparaged giving to anyone who could not offer a 
'retum' on the gift, the social system which put a 
high value on noblesse oblige and gaining/main­
taining social standing by performing public seiv­
ice of one sort or another found a place for gifts 
which did not offer the possibility of immediate, 
concrete reciprocity. Social, rather than material, 
'capital' was the result, and a highly valued result 
indeed. The most spectarular epigraphic evidence 
for largess is the Res Gestae Divi Augusti. In section 
15 of this self-elogium, Augustus details his huge 
benefactions to the Roman plebs8• 

In thinking about the poor as the object of this 
type of inscriptional action, it is important to decide 
who the plebs or populus is. If we would like to think 
about who is helped by, e.g., the grain dole in Rome 
or donatives from the emperor, it is crucial to know 
who the recipients are, or at least what the possible 
range of recipients is9• The simplest solution is that 
anyone enrolled in a tribe, and so recorded as a citi­
zen, would be eligible. But this over-arching and 
legally correct definition of plebs has run into trou­
ble as we attempt to measure the role of distribu­
tions on the poor•0• Most specifically, the general 
opinion is that the reduction of dole recipients by 
Caesar included an attempt to cull the wealthy from 
the rolls, as well as those not citizens or not domi­
dled in Rome. But the andent sources fail to indi­
cate any such restriction by income, and surely Van 
Berchem remains correct in thinking that the poor 
were not given any spedal consideration in the offi­
dal process of distribution 11 • At any rate, by the 

8. Found conveniently with commentary in BRuNr, P.A.; 
MooRE, J.M. (edd.), Res Gestae Divi Augusti. 'l'he Achievements of 
thB Divine Augustus, Oxford 1967, section 15, p. 25-26. 

9. Certainly it is wrong to think that only the poor benefitted 
from distributions. even though surely they benefitted most 
VAN BERCHEM, o.e., 16-17 rightly notes thatalthough the wealthy 
would not likely bave taken advantage of the distribution, they 
were nonetheless eligible to do so. 

10. There was a list of recipients, not congruent with the 
most recent census records. This record was kept up to date 
with new enfranchisees - mostly from freed slaves - and new 
arrivals in Rome, for from Pompey's time those dtizens domi­
dled outside Rome were not eligible for the dole. So the list 
was a sub-set of Roman dtizens. and was kept, presumably, as 
a bureaucratic activity separate from but depending on the 
recording of membership in the tribes (fundamental to dtizen­
ship), controlled, if desired, by up-to-date information. For 
example, when Caesar rulled the list of 320,000 recipients to 
150,000 in 46 BC. he conducted a house-by-house survey to 
enforce the residency requirement: "recensum populi nec mare 
nee laco solito, sed vicatim per dominos insula,um egit", Smrr., div. 

· lul. 41. Cf. VAN BERCHAM, o.e., 21. 
11. Andent sources indicating that all dtizens were eligible 

include Llv., Per. 115; Purr., Cus. 55; APP., BC 2.15.!02; DK>, 
43.21.4, 25.2. Cf. VAN BERCIIAM, o.e., 22-23. 
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middle of Augustus' reign, almost all citizens in 
Rome were eligible, as under Pompey's earlier dis­
pensation 12. Certainly, working men were eligi­
ble13. And there is no reason to suppose that even 
the poorest citizen was excluded. Only members 
of the senatorial and equestrian orders were ineli­
gible 14. The same citizen population was eligible 
for gifts in kind, congiaria, as for the grain dole15• 

It also sbould not go without saying that all non­
citizens, rich and poor alike, would be ineligible 
for benefactions sucb as are noted in the Res Ges­
tae and elsewbere. 

Paul Veyne and others bave incorporated into 
their work many other instances of benefactions 
wbich would bave included the poor as recipients; 
many of tbese are inscriptionally attested. There is 
no need to dwell on further examples. Llkewise, it 
is enough to mentien the other large category of 
'subject' poor in inscriptions, the alimentary 
schemes of the Empire16• We bave a number of 
inscriptions which also detail measures for taking 
care of children, presumably orphans from among 
the 'poor' - the large category wbich, for the aris­
tocracy, would bave encompassed everyone below 
them on the social/economic scale, although the 
destitute citizens were not targeted - rather the 
middlingers and working poor17. The inscription 
from Tarracina (Italy) is a representative example: 

Caelia C. f. Ma[c]rin[a] ex [test/ament/o H/S 
C{CC] fieri iussit. In cuius ornatum / et tu[te]lam HS 
... reliq[u]id. Eadem in memoria[m] Macri fili sui 
Tanicinénsibus / HS IXI r[eli/quid, ut ex reditu eius 
pecuniae darentur cen[t/um pueris alimenror[u]m 
nomine sing. / mensib[us si]ng. pueris colonis X V, puel­
lis colonis s[i/ng. in mens. sing. X llll, pueris usq. ad 
annos XVI, puellis / [usq. ad] annos Xllll, ita ut semper 
C pueri C puellae per successiones accipiant18• 

An epigrapbically rich source of information 
about the poor comes from the inscriptions men-

12. D10. HAuc., 4.24; d. Surr. div. Aug. 42. 
13. Smrr., dilli Aug. 40: "ne plebs frumentationum causa frequen­

tius ab negotiis avocaretur. ter in annum quaternum mensium 
tesseras dare destinavit; sed desideranti consuetudinem veterem con­
cessit rursus, ut sui cuiusque mensis acciperet • 

14. VAN Bt:RCIIAM, o.e., 55. 
15. VAN Bt:11c11AM, o.e., 127-128. Cf Surr., Cal. 17: •congiarium 

populo bis dedit trecenos sesterios, totiens abundantissimum epulum 
senatui equestrique ordini, etiam coniugibus ac liberis utrorumque. • 

16. DuNCAN-J0NF.'i, R., The Economy of the Roman Empire, 2nd 
ed. cambridge 1982, 340-341 lists 29 private and 6 publically 
funded alimentaiy schemes, all attested epigraphically. 

17. A point now widely made by those who write on the ali­
menta schemes. See, e.g., W11nTAKF.R, o.e., 294-295. 

18. ILS 6278 ª CIL X, 6328 (Terradna). 

tioning collegia1".1hese associations bave been well 
studied20. The best examples for current purposes is 
the collegial charter from l.anuvium21 . Here we get a 
dear view of persans of modest means investing in 
their social and funereal lives. For an entrance fee of 
100 sesterces and an amphora of good wine, wbich 
probably cost about 30 sesterces, and dues of two 
asses, the cost of a loaf ofbread, a person has access 
to friendly conviviality once a month, and buys bur­
ial insurance22. The figures involved show that the 
relatively poor are the membersbip. The entrance 
fee would amount to about sixty days' pay for an 
unskilled laborer, a month's pay for a skilled 
worker23. This is a tidy sum, but thereafter the 
monthly dues are only five asses, or 24 sesterces for 
the year - only 6-12 days' pay for the entire year -
although, of course, few unskilled laborers would 
bave actually been fully employed throughout the 
year24. The death benefit alone is 300 sesterces, so in 
just over eight years, the benefit would exceed the 

19. ABIIOIT, F.F., The Common People of Ancient Rome. New 
York 1911, 226-227: "To read these twenty-five hundred or 
more inscriptions [mentioning collegia) from all pans of the 
Empire brings us dose to the hean of the common people. We 
see their little ambitons, their jealousies, their fears, their grati­
tude for kindness, their own kindliness, and their loyalty to 
their fellows". 

20. WAITllNG, J.P., ltude historique sur les corporations prr,fes­
sionnelles chez les Romains, 1.ouvain 1895-1900 and AusBumE1. 
F.M., Untersuchungen zu den Vereinen im Westen des rilmischen 
Reiches, Kallmünz 1982. A brief summaiy is by WnrrrAKER, o.e., 
296-297. 

21. ILS 7212 • CIL XIY, 2112 
22. DuNc.AN-JONF.'i, o.e., 364-365 estimates good wine from 

Pompeian and Herrulaneum evidence to cost between 24 and 
54 sesterces; of course it would cost more in Rome. A loaf of 
bread he estimates at .75 sesterces, or 3 asses, in Rome, so prob­
ably the 2 asses at Lanuvium paid for a loaf there - d. Dun­
can-Jones' chan, p. 223. 

23. I am estimating skilled labor at a denarius • 4 sesterces a 
day; unskilled labor at halí a denarius • 2 sesterces a day. 

24. One aspect of the life of the working poor that cannot be 
overemphasized is that the nonn would be underemployment. 
While Van Berchem, for instance, as other:s. blames the institu­
tion of free grain distribution for wide-spread unemployment 
in Rome. this can hardly bave bttn the whole. or even the most 
important pan, of the stoiy. (VAN BERCHAM, o.e., 20: "La rente 
que l'Etat servait aux dtoyens òtait à ceux-d l'obligation de tra­
vailler. l.e chòmage devint à Rome un état normal, avec tout ce 
qu'il comporte de démoralisation•.) In any preindustrial sod­
ety, underemployment is chronic. It is also hardly likely that 
'man could live by bread alone' - i.e., that the dole alone 
could suppon perpetual unemployed status. WnrrrAKER. o.e., 
288 notes that 250 days or fewer of work a year was the norm 
in medieval Milan and Paris. Funhennore, it is misleading to 
look at the festival days in Rome - 159 days and more - and 
assume that those were days without work for the working 
poor. Surely then day laborers worked whenever hire was avail­
able for two reasons: first, the fact that a day without work was 
a day without pay; second, the fact that underemployment was 
endemic and so when work was available, it had to be taken, if 
there was to be any chance of making ends meet. 
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cost of the entrance fee plus monthly contribu­
tions25. As far as I know, it is never stated if the col­
legium pays for the tombstone, or not, as a matter of 
cowse, although there is evidence of the collegium 
setting this up26. The Lanuvium by-laws document 
that the funeral and contributions to mourners is 
covered - but a stele or olla in a columbarium is not 
noted. Indeed, a stele, at least, would seem to bave 
to bave been quite cheap to be covered in the 300 
sesterces available for the funeral27• The list of stele 
costs in Friedlander, now very old admittedly, gives 
83 examples, with 5000 sesterces being the median 
price and 200 sesterces being the cheapest men­
tioned28. There is a recently published inscription 
from Spain which gives the cost of the stele as eight 
sesterces29. Inscriptional evidence for the cost of an 
olla for ashes indicates that these could be had 
cheaply, as well; for example, two inscriptions 
record the cost of an olla as l HS30• So even taking 
into consideration the lower cost of gravestones and 
urns in the provinces - many of Friedlander's 
cheaper stones are from North Africa - if a modest 
stone could be had for this price or something dose 

25. Burial societies: FRIEDIANDER, L, Roman Life and Mannm 
under the Early Empire. vol. l, New York 1913, 152. lf a day­
laborer averaged 2HS • 8 asses a day, 5 asses monthly fee 
would be less than halí a day's wage. Al S5.25/hr; a day's wage 
would be 8 x this • S42. The equivalent to 5 asses • $26, not 
too much for a monthly fee. HALEY, o.e., provides a good sum­
mary of the thinking regarding subsistence income and average 
yearly income for the working poor; various scholars using var­
ious methods arrive at a figure of 400-500 sesterces for subsis­
tence, and a figure of about 1000 sesterces for average yearly 
eamings, or about 3 sesterces per day. 

26. lLS 7319 • CIL IX, 2964 (Montenero d'Omo, in theterri­
tory of the Frentani (ltaly)): L Aebutio / Mamali / colleg. / Her­
culani/orum / p. lLS 7327 • ClL XII, 2677 (Alba Helvorum): d. 
m. / Tutiliae / Laudicae / cultrices / collegi / Fulginiae. lLS 7331 
d.m.a. / Ga110lenae / Cypritli ex/ coll. Larum / Marcellini. lLS 7337 
• ClL 11, 379 d.m. / M. lul. Serano / in itinere urb. / defuncto et/ 
sepulto, Coelia l Romula / mater filio l piwimo / et collegium l 
salutare / f c. lLS 7338 • ClL X, 1588 dis man{ibus sacrum/ / The­
seo et Sy{ro/ ... / ex collegio salu{tari/ / familiae Valer{ianae/. 

27. DuNC..AN-J0NFJi, o.e. 131 seems to think that the 300 sester­
ces induded or even was exdusively for the cost of the monu­
ment. However, even if the monument is paid for from the 250 
sesteKes remaining after the distribution is made we don't 
know how much that monument might normally cost - but 
certainly not the entire 250 sesterces. 

28. FRIEDI..ANDER, o.e., vol. 4, 279-284. 
29. Hispania Epigraphica 5, 1995, no. 67 • Hispania Epigraph­

ica l, 1989, no. 87 • AE 1986, 312. 
30. lLS 7912 ~ ClL VI, 10241 (Rome): d. m. / M. Herreni / 

Proti, 11.a. XXll / m. li d. V. fecerunt parent.es/ M. Herrenius A&ri­
cola et/ Herennia Lacena ( sic) filio. / Chirographum: oliaria n. llll, 
/ cineraria n. llll intrantibus par/te laeva, que (sic) sunt in monu­
mento / T. Flavi Aretmidori, quod est via / Salaria in ªfl'O Volusi 
Basílides (sic) / ientibus (sic) ab urbe parte sinistra, do/nationis 
causa manicipio accepit / M. Herrenius Agricola de T. Flavio / 
Artemidoro llS n. l, libripende M. / Herennio lusto, antestatus est T. 
luliu Eror.em, ... 

to it, that stone could have been included in the 300 
sesterces for burial. On the whole, I think it is best to 
assume that a receptacle or a grave marker was 
included for the poor who belonged to the burial 
clubs. But of course the utility of the club went far 
beyond the burial insurance. Each month there was 
a party to which, admittedly, a contribution had to 
be brought by the participant - but the food was 
provided from the resources of the club, either 
retum on the investment of the club's funds, or from 
a patron. So for a very modest investment, the 
poorer Roman could mix and mingle with the peo­
ple he spent his life with - other free persans of 
modest means, freedmen, and slaves. 

Of more interest, perhaps, because less well 
known, are inscriptions that throw light on how the 
non-poor looked at the poor. We in the West are used 
to thinking in terms of charity being a good thing, 
basic to human values and human society. This atti­
tude does not come from the Greeks and the 
Romans, however, but from the Judeo-Christian tra­
dition which melded with classical tradition through 
the spread of Christianity31 . For the wealthy Romans, 
the poor had their uses, but certainly there was no 
obligation to help those who were poor. When 
Bolkestein wrote what is still the fundamental work 
on the poor in the classical world, he thought he had 
found three inscriptions which showed that Romans 
had begun to be influenced by what he typified as 
'oriental' ideas of charity as early as the Late Repub­
lic32. Of these three, McGuire has disposed of two, 
showing that they are not from the Late Republic 
and, in all likelihood, reflect not a spread of 'oriental' 
ideas westward, but the retentien of 'oriental' ideas 
of freedman of eastem origin33• However, the third 
inscription is worth dwelling on34. 

31. BoLKF.STEtN, H., Wohltiltigkeit und Armenpflege im 
von:hrisdichen Altertum, Utrecht 1939. 

32. B01.KESl'EIN, o.e. 473-474. 
33. McGrnRE, M.P., "Epigraphical Evidences for Social Char­

ity in the Roman West•, American Joumal of Philology 67, 1946, 
129-150. Incorrectly dted by VEYNE, P. as MacGuire, and with 
wrong pagination, Bread and Circuses, London 1990 (original 
French 1976), note 16 to chapter l. The two Bolkestein cites 
which are probably by 'orientals' are CIL VIII, 7858 and CIL IX, 
4796. WrrrAKER takes notice of this, and as McGuire, notes the 
dedicator's apparently eastem origín: "It is significant that the 
only insaiption known to commemorate a dead man for 
being a 'lover of the poor' was that of a Greek foreigner (!URP, 
797)", WrrrAKER, o.e., 297. 

34. Hospes resisr.e et hoc ad grumum ad laeuam aspice, ubei / con­
tinentur ossa hominis boní misericordis amatis / pauperis. Rogo te, 
viator, monumento huic nii male fearis. / C. Ateilius Serrani l. 
Euhodus ma,garitarius de Sacra / Via, in hoc monumento conditus 
est. Viator, vale! / Ex testamento in hoc monumento neminem 
in/erri neque / candi licet, nisei eos lib. quibus hoc t.estamento dedi 
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Here, there does seem to be a sensitivity to the 
poor, for whatever reason. But, although Veyne 
extrapolates from this one instance when he writes, 
""This accent [on helping the poor), so much unlike 
civic stemess, is to be found elsewhere also," we 
look in vain for another inscription like the one 
just quoted. It seems to be a unique expression in 
the West of a sensibility widely expressed in the lit­
erature of Near East from earliest times35• Indeed, 
the graffito from Pompeii seems more typical of 
the attitude towards the poor: 

I hate poor people. If anyone wants something 
for nothing, he is a fool. He should pay for it36• 

Finally, we can tum to gravestones. Not sur­
prisingly, all of the data for the cost of grave mon­
uments which Friedlander and Duncan-Jones 
accumulated indicate quite expensive monu­
ments37. Friedlander gives prices of monuments. 
The cheapest is 200 HS by a decurio coh. li Hisp. 
from Lambaesis38. The median for his list of 
eighty-three amounts is 5,000 HS. At a generous 
estimate of a denarius a day income for a worker, 
this would be almost fourteen years' income -
like a modern laborer spending $140,000 on a 
grave. The 200 HS/50 denarii monument by the 
decurio would be much more within reach of the 
average working poor39• ILS 8104, from Rome, 
gives the details of another modest expenditure 
for a grave area: 

tribuique. ILS 7602 • GIL I, 1027 • VI, 9545 (Rome, late Repub­
lic). 

35. VEYNE, o.e., 24-27: VEYNE, o.e., 24 writes, "these charitable 
practices (of the Church) continued to flourish because they 
found in popular pagan ethics a field ready for sowing". But 
Veyne never shows that there was any such 'popular pagan 
ethics' unless he is referring to the three inscriptions above! He 
asks the question, "Did paganism already include the duty to 
show consideration, equity, mildness, mutual aid, and every­
thing we could call the spirit of the Gospels; or does the West 
owe its everday physiognomy to Christianity", but never 
answers it (o.e., 25). In fact he says. "Charity was an alien 
morality that became acculturated in Rome• (o.e., 25), which 
implies that it was not 'popular pagan ethics' at all, which he 
reifies by (the Church created) •a popular morality imposed on 
everyone in the name of religious principie;" o.e., 30-31: 'The 
fact is that paganism helped some of the poor without naming 
them. It helped others on the grounds that they were destitute. 
. . . But there were also many poor whom paganism did not 
help at all. On the whole, paganism showed itself much less 
charitable in deeds than Christianity was to be, even if it was 
charitable to a small extent." 

36. GIL IY, 9839b. 
37. DllNCAN-)ONF.S, o.e., 127-131. 
38. FRIEnlÀNllER, o.e., vol. 4, 279-284. relating to text vol. 2, 

217 
39. DuNCAN-JoNF.s, o.e., 1982 128 gives 96 HS as the lowest 

price of an African burial monument, one at Lambaesis: GIL 
VIII, 3042, ef 18162. 

d. m. / Olus Puplicius Polyti/mus, tut.or Tití Flavi 
A/gathangeli, pupilli sui matri / Sexctae Fortunare 
defu/nctae locum emit, massam / calcavit, cupam edifi­
cavit; de bon/is eius omnibus consummat, X ( denariis J 
CCXXV. cur. /fac4°. 

But even at that, it is important to realize that a 
gravestone could be bought for much less. From 
Casas de Don Pedro (Badajoz) comes the follow­
ing inscription: 

D(is) M(anibus) s(acrum) / Cosconia L(ucii) 
f(ilia) / Materna Mirobri / gen[si}s an(norum) LX h(ic) 
/ s(st) s(it) t(ibi) t(erra) l(evis) / t.es{t}amenro frer(i) 
iussit / ex HS (sextertiis) VIII41 

The stone is of good quality marbleized lime­
stone, well cut, with a simple, linear decorative 
frame. It is far from the poorest stone from the 
area, where many inscriptions are roughly cul in 
granite. While not large (42.5 x 60 cm), it is cer­
tainly of respectable size, with well-cut letters 5-2 
cm high. This inscription is clear evidence that for 
eight sesterces, two denarii, a modest stone could 
be cut42• This would only be six-months' dues for 
a burial club such as that at Lanuvium, and prob­
ably less than the cost of the contribution for the 
monthly dinner of that collegium. While we bave 
to remember that the inscription comes from a 
rural areas of Hispania, and so prices would be 
low, even at three or four times the price, this 
gravestone is a firm reminder that the working 
poor would be able to afford a gravestone, even 
though the actual dedicant of this particular stone 
is unlikely to bave been from a working family43. 
When we collect gravestone information and 

40. ILS 8104 • GIL VI, 25114 .. 
41. Hispania epigraphica 5, 1995 no. 67 p. 23 • PASJUR Mufioz, 

M.; PACIIÓN, J.A.; CARRASC.O Rus, J., Mirobriga. Excavaciones arque­
ol6gicas en el •e.em, del Cabez.o" (Gapilla, Badajoz). Campañas 
1987-1988, Mérida 1992, 35-36, no. 19, photo plate 40. The 
stone is 'caliza mannorea'. 

42. It is probably just coinàdence that the contribution of 
each member of the 'familia Silvani' at Trebula Mutuesca was 8 
sesterces, to go into a common fund to pay the expenses, 
notionally then 560 sesterces, of the funeral for a deceased 
member: AE 1929, 161, 16-17; d. NS (1928) tav. V, p. 394; see 
OUNCAN-)0NES, o.e., 131. 

43. For lower prices in Spain d. MART. Ep. 12.31; 10.96. DuN­
CAN-)ONES, o.e., 345. For the sake of illustration, let us assume 
that Cosconia has the minimum census of a local juror at Imi, 
i.e., 5,000 sesterces. This property worth would generate. con­
servatively, 250 ( 5%) to 300 ( 6%) sesterces a year in income. At 
8 HS, the gravestone would have cost Cosconia .032 of a year's 
income. DuNr..AN-)ONF.~, o.e., 79, 130 has in his tables shown 
that there are other examples of tombstones representing only 
a small fraction of annual income - even as low as .05-.03 in 
African examples. 

nm ('()OR, IATIN INSCRIP110NS, ... 
RnRfRT C. KNAPP 777 



study it, it is therefore safe to suppose that the 
entire spectrum of the population, save the desti­
tute, can be represented in the data although, 
unfortunately, it remains impossible to tell the 
income-level of any specific dedicant«. 

Finally, I would like to point out an example of 
the destitute appearing in Latin epigrapby. While 
we cannot know for certain that a thief or a bigh­
wayman was in origin a destitute, the ancient 
sources and modern analogies both indicate that 
abject poverty drove people to outlawry'5• These 
outlaws appear in inscriptions as the agents of 
murder. For example these inscriptions: 

d.m. / Val. Marcus / vixit annis / XVIII a la/tronibus 
/ interfectus, / Val. Eutych/us et Sextil{i{a l Fnmtina / 
filio l b.m.p. 

Iulio Timo/rheo qui ui/xit p. m. annis / XXVIII, uitae 
in/nocentissime, / decepto a latr/onibus cum / alumnis n. 
VII, / Otacilia Nard/sa coniugi dul/cissimo. 

44. The destitute would not, of course bave any monument 
atall, but were buried in mass graves. WHmAKER, o.e., 286-287; 
DUNCAN-JONF.S, o.e., 131. 

45. AP., Met. 7.4-5, with the sound interpretation ofSHAw, B., 
"Ibe Bandit", GIARDINA, o.e. 328-329. 

L. Atilio L. l. / Satumino / annor. XL domo / Fl. 
Scarbantia interfec. / a latronibus in Rtusis, / Atilius Ter­
tius {rater / et Statius Onesimus / amico, / loc. gratuït. 
dat. ab l Clodia Tertia. 

Euplo, / ann. XXV, occís. / a uiatoribus46• 

In all of these examples, a traveller has been 
attacked and killed by outlaws. 

It comes as no surprise that the amount of 
information about the poor to be gleaned from 
Latin inscriptions is not great. Nevertheless, the 
poor are far from invisible. In addition to the 
examples I bave adduced bere, I could add the 
inscriptions of tenant farmers to the Emperor for 
relief from an oppressive procurator, or the elo­
quent statement of a peasant of Maktar's rise from 
poverty to riches47• As objects of actions, actors in 
life, and as individuals recording their lives and 
deaths, the poor of Roman society bave left their 
mark in Latin epigraphy. 

46. ILS 8504 • CIL Ill, 14587 (Rauna in Serbia): ILS 8505 • 
CIL VI 20310 (Rome); ILS 8507 (Aquileia); ILS 8508 • CIL Ill, 
9054 (Salonae). 

47. E.g., CIL VIII, 10570, 14.464 (tenants), aL Vlll, 11824 • 
ILS 7457 (Maktar). 
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