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ÜTKoç TG:>v va VKÀJÍpc.:>v. 
THE SHIPOWNERS ORGANIZATION 
IN THE PONTIC AND AEGEAN AREA 

F rom the numerous types of associations spe
cific to the Hellenistical and Roman econ
omy that are documented from the inscrip

tions, the navigator's and the shipowner's 
associations tend to have a more complex status, 
because of the vast field covered and also because 
of the special implications regarding the nature of 
the commercial relations of the time 1• This 
explains the fact that in the abundent literature 
regarding this subject published for more than 
one century unti! now, different denominations 
are used for these associations, sometimes with a 
resemblant semanthic, sometimes not, the most 
important being: "Handelsgilden "2, "confrérie 
professionel", or "collège professionel"3, "Kauf
manngilde"4, "club religieux de gens de mer"5, 

"Berufsverein", "Berufs-und Kultverein"6, or even 
"ethnical communities"7 • It is known that the 
shipowners and tradesman association were 
denominated as thiasoi, eranoi, synodoi, koina8, and 
of course, rarely as Soiiµoç and oTKoç, the latter 
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being the object of our research for more than one 
reason. lt is obvious that the ancient terminology 
specific to these commercial phenomena still raise 
a lot of discussions and debates. 

The most frequent type of professional 
shipowner association, at least in the Hellenistic 
time is koinon. Recent studies showed that in 
Athens and later in Delos and Rhodos the first for
eign koina were founded from the end of the 4 
century B.C. and unti) the l century B.C.9 The epi
graphical sources can be divided in two categories: 
the ones that are beyond any doubt, witch con
cernes this material, and the probable ones. From 
the first category we have to underline the Ko1vòv 
Tc':>v L1Swvíwv 10, chronologically attested in 
Delos in 319/318 B.C. 11 , and later in Athens12 and 
Piraeus 13, associations believed to be established 
by Phoenicians overseas with commercial pur
poses14 or around the cuit of Baal from Sidon 15 • 

Another association was one of the great shipown
ers from Tyr ( TÒ Kotvòv Twv T vpíwv 'HpaK
Àe10Tc':>v èµnópwv Kal vavKMpwv) in Delos in 
153 B.C. 16, as well as the famous koinon of Posei
doniastes from Berythos, great tradesmans, 
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shipowners and depositors (Tò èv il{¡Àc.:,1 Kotvòv 
BnpUT{c.:,v TTocm8c.:,v1aOT~v tµll'ópc.:>v Kal vaUK
Àfipc.:>v Kal èy8oxt!c.:,v) also in Delos in 110/109 
B.c.11 

The "Poseidoniastes College" in Berythos is an 
special and very interesting and until now singular 
case: the only epigraphical evidence, until now, of 
a foreign association, which is, in the same time, a 
religious association, with its own building, which 
have been archeologically identified18, building 
entirely distroyed during the Mithridates cam
paign in 88 8.C. and never rebuilded. The build
ing had multiple functions - was in the same 
time a sanctuary, meeting place, commercial 
bourse, inn. It had all the features of a foreign sta
tio like the ones in Puzzoli or Rome or Ostia in the 
Greek regions19. The Poseidoniastes from Delos 
not only build a temenos: in an inscription from 
122/121 8.C. an oikos, the porticus and the 
dependencies, a greal courtyard decorated with 
colums, as well as shops are commemorated2º. 
The mixt carracter of the complex is significant: it 
served as an open club to all ethnics sharing the 
same profession an the same cuit and it was also a 
sanctuary and a commercial bourse. In this 
inscription the most accurate sense of oikos is 
found-building where the shipowners association 
was sheltered. 

As far as the information is available, the 
founding of these koina could be attributed to 
non-Greek21 foreigners. On the other hand, we can 
observe from the study of these associations some 
differences in the Hellenistic and Imperial organi
zation system22• A 8foacs vaVKAripcs was epi
graphically attested at Gorgippia in the Bosphoran 
Kingdom23 in 174-211 8.C., with an unknown 
organization. For the Pontic and Egeean area the 
most relevant type of association is the olKos T~v 
vaUKÀ{ipsv. The epigraphical sources are from the 
Hellenistic time and from Roman time - the bulk 
being from the Antonine period - discovered in 
some Pontic cities and not only. 
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THE HELLENISTIC INSCRIPI10NS 

PIRAEUS (the end of 4 8.C. - the beginning of 
3 8.C.). The oldest inscription in which is men
tioned an oikos, with no activity precisely men
tioned, probably in the commercial field24• 

DELOS (195 B.C.). Decree of proxeny for a cit
izen from Chios, Eutyches, who was a member of 
a delian oikos, maybe a professional assodation25• 

ATI-IENS (112-110 B.C.) Two inscriptions men
tioning an oikos founded by persons with no spec
ified professions. One person is from Antiochia, 
and the other from Alexandria26. One is a dedica
tion to the Megaloi Theoi, known as protectors 
against the maritime dangerous. This association 
might have been a religious club for the naviga
tors, many of them from Alexandria, devotees of 
Dioscuri; they also were called after the name of 
the banquet hall27. 

ROMAN INSCRIPI10NS 

10MIS (139-161 A.D.). Statue base erected by 
( olAos T~v t!v T óµe1 vaUKÀ{ipc.:>v) and a certain 
Titus ofTitus28. 

10MIS (2 A.D.) Honorary inscription- Philok
les of Chrestos, daner of the shipowner's house 
(cp1ÀóT1µs Toü olKou T~v vaUKÀ{¡pc.:,v) probably 
omated the Hestia altar29. As in other similar cir
cumstances30, Philokles was awarded philotimos, 
for his services to the association. 

10MIS (160 A.D.). Honorary inscription ded
icated to Sarapis, as 9eòs Mt!yas, to the emperor 
Antonius Pius and to Marcus Aurelius, by the 
olKos T~v 'AAetav8péc.:,v, to celebrate the erec
tion of a Sarapis altar31 . This oikos was rightly 
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interpreted as • die Kaufmannsgilde der Alexan
driner"12. 

AMASfRIS (2 century A.D.). Fragmented 
inscription in which a certain M. Ulpius Rufoni
anus, member of an olKoç Tc':lv vaulCÀ{ipc.:,v is 
mentioned33• 

NICOMEDIA (70-71 A.D.). Very fragmented 
inscription in which a temenos of an olKoç Tc':lv 
vaulCÀ{ipc.:,v is mentioned34• 

NICOMEDIA (69-70 A.D.). Fragmented 
inscription in which a presbyteros of an association 
is mentioned35• These two inscriptions proove the 
importance of Nicomedia in the Roman commer
cial organization. Although the status of the mem
bers is not clear36, from social and political point 
of view, we know that the naukleroi were part of 
urban elite in the oriental provinces37• 

ROME (154 A.D.). Inaugural inscription cele
brating the finishing of an oikos build and omated 
on the expense of M. Ulpius Domesticus, for the 
use of navigators and shipowners (vauKÀ{ipot Kal 
f1 . .11ropo1) from Ephes, living in Rome38• lt is con
sidered that this building was the central associa
tion of the navigators and shipowners from Ephes 
in Rome, having the status of the st:ationes com
mercial in Italy's harbours39• 

From all these informations the mixt carracter 
of the oikos association in the Hellenistic time (rit
ualism and professional), maybe with a greater 
accent on the first one, present in Roman time too, 
when the professional aspect prevails, the reli
gious one becoming less used. The problem is 
how much the oikos associations in Roman time 
were only continuing the Hellenistic tradition; the 
connection between the navigators and the 
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38. IGUR l, 26. 
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shipowners is not clearly documented in the few 
inscriptions available now. 

In Roman period, due to the recrudescence of 
these associations, but in a very different context40 

olKoç Tc':lv vaulCÀ{¡pc.:,v was a well definite type of 
professional association, with the exact purpose of 
a "Kaufmanngilde", and very dose to the essence 
of the Roman scholae, with whom is very often 
compared in the scientifical literature41• The 
Roman epigraphical sources are also indicating 
that the use of oikos, frequently used to indicate 
the exact place where the reunions were held42, 

understood as a hali, or even a chapel, and proba
bly •ceschaftslokal", it gradually starts to desig
nate the association itself. 

The exact character and the features of the pro
fessional associations can be seen better in com
parison with doumoS, term which has been 
recently re-discussed with the occasion of editing 
the funeral stell of Athenion, son of Praxiteles, 
from Amastris, who was a member of the Sooµoç 
'Acppo8h11s 'E-mTEV~18las, in Roman time43• In the 
inferior level of of the stell a ship is depicted. The 
term 8oüµoç, used to designate an cultic asociation 
but also professional, is lidian or frigian as origin44, 

appears in more sources from Kleinasien45 and 
Thracia46• It is also very intersting that 8oü1,toç is 
sinonym with auµ(:\(c.><J15, the latter designating an 
association as •cenossenschaft der Purpurfarber", 
epigraphically attested in Thessalonike47• The rep
resentation on the Amastris stell, a commercial 
ship with a man, probably Athenion, confirms the 
quality of shipcaptain or shipowner, which can 
suggest that 8oü1,toç of the Aphrodite Epiteuxidia 
must have been an navigators and tradesman asso
ciation48. Another reason why Sooµoç 'Acppo8(TTJs 
'EmTeu~18las was a professional association is the 
internat organization of their members, consisting 
of a president (àpx1TUVayc.:,yos) and a secretary 
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les inscription", Cahiers Ferdinand de Saussure 41, 1987, 145-
152. 
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(ypaµµanús) which had Roman names49• This 
association, probably like oikos had a double func
tion: •eerufs-und Kultverein•. 

Is hard to know exactly what was the juridical 
status of these associations in the Roman time, and 
also the nature of the interests of the members. We 
can presume that the members practiced sea com
merce only for their personal interests or also for 
the state in the regions where they lived. In other 
words, we can ask ourselves if they contributed in 
any way to the annona, and if they can be assimi
lated into the corpora naviculariorum from the west
em provinces of the Empire. A possible compari
son can be made with the private association 
naukleroi from Egypt, which activated in the trade 
of goods an espedally cereals, for the state. 

A very convincing hypothesis was formulated: 
these associations, called xe1p1a1-tós, were a cre
ation of the Ptolemies and were controlled by 
them50• The form survived in Roman time, when 
we find them under different names working for 
the state in regularly transports from Alexandria 
and Rome51• We are talking about private associa
tions made of shipowners and navigators working 
for the state, and who were also working for their 
own interests, a mixt activity which can be called 
naukleria-leithurgia52• On the other hand, it is 
known that in Roman time the annonariae trans
ports were made by private ships under requisi
tion for this purpose53 and the convoys ( OTÓÀos) 
from Alexandria to Italy, mentioned not only in 
Ostia, but also in Portus, were accompanied by 
ciassis Augusta Alexandrina, another private fleet54• 

Recently some objections were made to this 
theory: the Egyptian leiturgiai system, from late 
Ptolemaic age or from late Roman time cannot be 
compared with co,pora naviculariorum 55• The litur
gia was a personal munus, while the co,pora navicu
lariorum was a munus patrimonii56• Until this theory 

49. VmmRAS, o.e., 93. 
SO. RosrovlzEFF, M.l., A la,xe Esrare in Egypt in the Third Cen

tu,y B.C.2, Roma 1967 133. 
51. IG XIY, 918: ol vallkAr¡po1To01TopEUTIKo0 "AA~av6pelou 

cn-óAou. 
52. RrnrrovrzEFF, M.l., "Komerhebung und-Transport im 
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53. Roucl'., J., Recherces sur le eommerce maritime en Mlditer-
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54. VWSSAROPOLOUS, o.e., 121. 
55. DE SALVO, o.e., 466-468. 
56. B. S1RKS, Food for Rome. The legal structure of the transpona
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is to be verified, also it presents some convincing 
arguments, we consider that the realities of the 
Roman transport in Egypt can be extrapolate to 
the regions which concems us and that we can 
assume that a system of Hellenistic tradition was 
applied in Roman time, espedally in the westem 
part of Black Sea and in Bithinia, in the great com
mercial cities of Tomis, Amastris and Nicomedia. 

The importance of Tomis for the interprovin
cial commerce in the westem part of the Black Sea 
is very well known57• There were here no less than 
three shipowners assodations olKoS T~v vaUK
À{ipc..,v, oTKos T~v 'AAe~av5pt!c..,v and oTKos T~v ev 
Tó1,te1 vavKÀ{ipc..,v fact that prooves the febrile 
activity made by this navigators, some of them for
eignea, some locals, from which the ones from 
Alexandria must have been very importanL The 
existence in Tomis of a stabile factory from Alexan
dria, as was the case in the Mediterranean area58, 

indicate that strong relations were developed 
between the two centres. If these relations were 
also including the annona system is hard to state, 
although this hypothesis is not out of the question. 

On the other hand, Amastris was, at least dur
ing the Parthic wars led by Trajan, an important 
Roman naval base. An inscription from Sinope 
mentions a praefectus orae maritimae Amastr( ensis) 
et ciassis Ponticae59• The Roman administration 
considered Amastris as a nodal point in the com
merdal and strategic rautes from Black Sea, where 
the intersection between the northem coast of 
Asia Minor from Byzantium to Colchis60, with the 
shortest and direct maritime route from the anato
lian coast and Crimeea met61 • 

As the role of Nicomedia in the Roman com
mercial relations, the epigraphical sources attests 
numerous local navigators62 and shipowners liv-

57. BouNECRU, O., "Der westliche Pontosraum und seine 
Handelbeziehungen in der romischen Kaiserzeit", MBAH 
XIX/2, 2000, 109-121. 

58. PotANo, o.e., 110 (Perinthos): "A~av6pEÏS oi 1rpayµa
TE\IÓI.IEvo1 tv TIEpllm,¡i; Foucws, G., "Fouilles de Délos", BCH 
11, 1887, 249-250 (Delos): ti aúvo8oç T6°>v iv 'A~av6pda1 
1r~pc.>v fy5oxic.>v. RoSTOV7.EFF, M.l., The Social and Eco
nomic Histo,y of the Hellenistic World, Oxford 1941, 920-922. 

59. AE 1965, 348. 
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München, 1975, 132 ff.; MAREK, Ch., Stadt, Ara und Territorium 
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K1ssEi.. Th.K. "Untersuchungen zur Logistik des romischen 
Heeres in den Provimen des griechischen Ostens (27 v. Chr.-
235 n. Chr.)", Pharos VI, 1995, 69. 

61. MAx1MovA, H. "Der kurze Seeweg über das Schwarze Meer 
in Altertum•, Klio 37, 1959, 101-118. 

62. SEG 27, 828 • ScttwEm1EtM, E.; S,\mN, S., "Neue 
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ing in the Mediterranean harbours63 suggesting 
that the economy was very dynamic, orientated to 
the Eastem Mediterrana, and especially to the 
Pontic world. The importance of Nicomedia in the 
Mediterranean commerce is to be found in the 
Edictum Diocletiani where this city is the nodal 
point of maritime routes: from Alexandria to 
Rome, Ephes, Thesslonike, Salona and to Black 
Sea: Trapezunt, Sinope, Tomis64• 

As a conclusion, we can sketch a few state
ments: 

l . The olK<>s Tc':>v vauKArtpc.>v associations are 
part of the associative structures of Hellenistic tra
dition and were circumcise in Roman time espe
cially in the west-pontic and egeean regions, 
although their presence in the Mediterranean area 
is not impossible. 

2. The structural organization, as well as the 
nature of commercial interests of their members 
are not well documented. We know for sure that 

lnschriften aus Nikomedia und Umgebung", ZPE 24, 1977, 
261-262: TEArocpópos ¡3ovAEVTiis Ka\ vaÚlcAr¡poç; S.,.111N, S.; SAvAR. 
M. H., "Fünflnschriften aus dem Gebiet des Golfes von Niko
media", ZPE 47, 1982, 45-49, Nr. 2-3; D<iRNER. F.K., lnsehriften 
und Denkmiiler aus Bythinien, Berlin 1941, Nr, 74: Çavufllukoy 
l:a~e1v1avòç vaÚKAr¡poç; DóNER, F.K., Nr. 94: 'loiiaToç 
l:TpaTlc:.>voç vaÚKAr¡poç; RoBERT, L., "Documents d' Asie 
Mineure•, BCH 102, 1978, 422: KopvoOToç C1>01~1avoO 
vaÚKAr¡poç Ne1Koµr¡6eus. 

63. SEG 33, 490 (Salona): 'Poiicpoç Ne1Koµri8evs vaÚKAr¡pos; 
BÉ, 1968, 305 (Theba): 'lepc:.>v Tlc:.>AAlc:.>vos Ne1K01111Sn,ç 
vaÚlcAripos; IG Xll.9, 1240 (Eubea): 61oyev1avòç Ne1K011ri&us ... 
,roAAà mpmAEÚClaç irpónpov valll(Ar¡pt;>v ... ; IG V. l, 1190 
(Gytheion): 610KAi'jç HpftaTov vaÚKAr¡poç Ne1Koµr¡6rus lv 
Ku!;IKC'.\l KaT01K&v; RneERT, o.e., 423 (Smyma): 61oyívr¡ç 
61oyívouç Ne1Koµr¡6evs vaÚKAr¡pos; SEG 33, 775 = SAcm, G., 
lnscrizioni greche d'ltalia. Porto, Roma 1984, nr. l (Portus): TOUS 
va[ÚKAr¡pouç), SEG 33, 835 (Alikante): (O)u0Aóo10s 
(l:úv!Tpoocpos [Ne1K011ril6rus vaÚlcAr¡pos. 

64. Rom:P. o.e., 130. 

the motivation of these associations is to be 
founded in the common interests, which, in cer
tain situations, concided with common religious
cultual interests. The latter seem to be stronger 
when the members were grouped by ethnical cri
teria, living abroad (olK<>s Tc':>v 'A>.e~av8pic.,v). 

3. This activities was in the regional maritime 
commerce - the associations from Tomis, Nico
media, Amastris, and also in the interprovincial 
commerce ? the "house of the Alexandrins" in 
Tomis. 

The hypothesis of their part in the annona serv
ice, in the great cities, which were also supplies 
bases for the army, is not very well documented. 
Unlike the Roman Occident, where corpora navicu
lariorum was clearly juridical defined, in the pontic 
and Aegean world the absence of these associa
tions is hard to be explained. In this context, it is 
possiblethat the oikos associations to have been 
part, at least partially, in the annona system. 
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