Name: Sharon Louise Moran

Student ID Number: 1502187

Course Title: Theory & Methodology for the Study of Classics (CLCL7005)

Scholarly Reply to:
Elizabeth A. Meyer, "Explaining the Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire: The Evidence of Epitaphs‟, The Journal of Roman Studies 80 (1990), 74-96

The discussion paper Explaining the Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire: The Evidence of Epitaphs by Elizabeth Meyer (1990) was written partly in response to and expands upon a selection of ideas put forward by Ramsay MacMullen published within his article entitled The Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire (1982).   MacMullen himself had based his proposals "… building on previous work by Stanislaw Mrozek 'A propos de la repartition chronologique des inscriptiones latines dans le Haut-Empire' … (1973)".1
Central to the main argument and theories suggested within her paper, Ms. Meyer begins by stating that "… the production of inscriptions in the Roman Empire was not constant over time but rose over the first and second centuries AD and fell in the third".  It is agreed that this statement indeed gives us a firm base upon which to consider her theories and evidence and this foundation is still echoed strongly in more recent scholarship.  In his contributory article within A Companion to Late Antiquity (Rousseau, ed. 2009) entitled Inscribing Identity: The Latin Epigraphic Habit in Late Antiquity (ch. 12), Dennis Trout confirms Meyer's opening position when he writes "it is now commonplace to insist that the steady rise in the total number of dateable Latin inscriptions across the first two centuries AD reflects to some degree the romanization of regions … scholars debate about the particular motives that inspired the epigraphic habit … e.g. Meyer 1990".
Ms. Meyer uses these earlier publications to build an argument proposing that Mr. MacMullen notes but does not sufficiently explain what he feels is a "control by a 'sense of audience'" in looking at the nature of epigraphic habits and patterns of epigraphic curves rising and falling throughout the early Roman Empire.  Her own discussion suggests that instead of being a merely generic audience it is in fact very specific in that it is closely linked to the importance of possessing the Roman legal status of citizenship.  Subsequent to acquiring that status in either an individual form or awarded to the community as a whole, she then highlights the importance of imitation in the Roman style of epitaph inscriptions as viewed by the provinces in order to announce their inclusion into Rome and to be viewed as Roman equals.  
Her article looks deeply at this idea of citizenship in close relation to provincial habits up to the 3rd century AD in order to strengthen her opening statement and looks at examples she feels support this argument from towns within Northern Africa, Southern Gaul, Greece and Lydia.  She has mainly chosen the provincial communities of Maktar, Theveste, Thessalonica and Athens (other close or smaller towns are only mentioned in passing).  She highlights these four specifically to compare both similarities and differences that clearly existed between the Eastern Empire in North Africa and the Western Empire in Roman Greece at that time with the underlying theme of wishing to possess that citizenship linked to important Roman ideas uniquely linked to heirship in funerary practices.  She attributes the legal rights and freedoms associated with that award of civitas alongside ius Latii in explaining how and possibly why inscription numbers for a deceased-commemorator (heir) relationship rose and fell in these areas.  
In Alison Cooley's publication The Cambridge Manual of Latin Epigraphy (2012), she explains the danger of trying to evaluate primary sources when considering epigraphic categorization in summarizing that "Roman North Africa witnessed extraordinary … longevity in its population, with 24.8% of 10,697 individuals surviving beyond the age of seventy … this epigraphic pattern is much more likely to illustrate cultural attitudes to age old and commemoration".  Therefore, this shows that by Meyer attempting to suggest a blanket-wide explanation linked to heirship even in different strengths across the Roman Empire cannot surely be a good analytical approach to take in that these provinces must be individualized and considered in their own merit on a case by case basis.  Later in her discussion, Ms Meyer even expands to include the possibility that the greatest impact of why numbers eventually fell in the third century AD across the entire Roman empire was linked to Caracalla's Edict in 212 AD and although this is an undisputed fact that it caused great impact awarding citizenship to all, even this should be taken as only a small part of a much more complex and bigger picture.
Initially however, upon discussing the nature of Roman legal status in these contexts, she indeed outlines a compelling case in that these Roman ideas were not comparable to other Empires of the time (especially Greece).  Turning to the writings of Cicero as primary evidence in particular, she outlines her reasons for also proposing a debate that the modern scholars Richard Saller and Brent Shaw in 1984 (Tombstones and Roman Family Relations in the Principate: Civilians, Soldiers and Slaves) mistakenly "refer to commemoration … as a familial obligation" within the Roman context and she corrects this quotation by stating that in the Roman Empire "heirship, not family, is the primary basis of commemoration".  Often because these two obligations collide and overlap, this is the main reason why it has been misunderstood.  
She therefore quotes evidence mainly from Cicero's speeches where he places importance on "the care taken about wills" and that the Roman elite viewed their named obligations as an heir to the deceased defined in a will as being incredibly important and bindingly moral.  Ms. Meyer writes upon reading Cicero that "… it was a moral duty which the heir or person responsible for the burial wished to indicate had been discharged … in particular, the use of the phrase ex testamento in epitaphs".  Upon looking through ancient sources myself when considering her argument, it was easy to find this phrase in abundance on inscriptions throughout the Empire and confirm her footnote2 to this phrase "sometimes these discharges of obligations are very specific".  Alongside the examples she chose, I additionally highlight one example I think are especially interesting in this context.
Upon searching the EDR (Eagle Electronic Archive of Greek & Latin Epigraphy) and specifying that inscriptions are to be shown with the phrase ex testamento, record number EDR005492 shows both text and an image of a stone tablet inscription with this undisputedly clear.  It was found in the ancient city of Capua in the Campania region of Italy.  Encyclopaedia Britannica3 confirms that Capua had a colourful history in that it sided with Carthage against Rome during the Second Punic War (218-201 BC) and its inhabitants were consequently deprived of their political rights by the Romans.  It was a community of mixed ethnicity but primarily consisted of Samnites who spoke an Oscan dialect.  However, it later prospered under the Romans during the Roman Empire and this early stone inscription in particular is noted to be of pagan religious origin.  It shows that the instructions of "arbitratu Publi Hordioni Publi" (a freedman) were carried out according to the deceased's wishes by the named heir Hermaisci.  Therefore, people of pagan origin here clearly desired the Roman legal status attached to heirship and attached an importance to it enough to include it on the inscription even to the early dates as given (40 BC - 20 AD)4.
Upon further investigation done for this essay into ancient similar primary sources, Cicero clearly in his speech Against Verres (book 1, section 105) tell us "that fellow, being praetor elect … appeals to Lucius Annius as the heir, (who indeed was appointed heir after the daughter,)" - clearly confirming that heirship was not just contained within the family unit and could often overrule familial relationships to a deceased if it was their express wish to have a certain individual named.  In addition, Suetonius upon writing about the Emperor Domitian in Domitianus (Suet. Dom. 9) states "he would not accept the property left him by those who had children. He also set aside a legacy bequeathed by the will of Ruscus Caepio, who had ordered 'his heir to make a present yearly to each of the senators upon their first assembling.' ", which again shows the power of the Roman will and the incredibly specific instructions that could be left to an heir with a moral duty to carry out those obligations.  Finally Pliny the Elder in The Natural History (book 7, Chp. 4 (5)) advises us "Masurius informs us, that L. Papirius, the prætor on one occasion, when the next but one in succession was urging his suit at law, decided against him, in favour of the heir" when writing about a subject connected with the unusual gestation of a pregnancy.
Therefore, it is clear upon looking at these ancient Roman authors whether written in the genre of political rhetoric, military biographical history or natural sciences that heirship and Roman legal status issues were incredibly important to the Roman way of life and wound their way into daily issues.

Returning to the interesting question of the impact of Caracalla's Edict in 212 AD, Ms. Meyer appears to draw quite simplistic conclusions from the data and graphs she has used.  In her own footnotes, she highlights multiples of issues that probably have distorted her findings and where she has had to exercise caution5.  
The most obvious problem she faced is that a lot of inscriptional epitaphs cannot be dated precisely and approximate time period frameworks are used so that the curve appears to rise or fall earlier or later than was perhaps the case.  She attempts in particular to link the North African curve to Caracalla's Edict stating that "the Edict of Caracalla made more people citizens in the East than in the West" as all were granted citizenship within the provinces, but then the perception of having Roman status lost its importance and "much less became fashionable" as it was no longer something the natives could aim towards or petition for.  However, footnote 74 in her paper, clearly then undermines her reasoning in that "the impression of the graph … is almost certainly a reflection of the inexactitude of the way the graph must be made".
Additionally, Alison Cooley (The Cambridge Manual of Latin Epigraphy) in her considerations of the impact of Caracalla confirms "the bestowal of citizenship upon all freeborn inhabitants of the empire in the Antonine Constitution of AD 212 resulted in citizen status no longer being a mark of prestige, with the result that reference to voting tribes began to disappear from inscriptions".  Rather than focus her impact of Caracalla's Edit upon this important factor, Meyer takes a case study on looking at the use of the name Aurelii in tracing similarities and differences between East and West which is hardly persuasive on the figures being presented.
All of the graphs used by Meyer are statistical analysis carried out by MacMullen in 1984 which in turn looking at the Eastern Empire was based upon work carried out by an earlier scholar J.M. Lassere in 1973 in Recherches sur la chronologie des epitaphes paiennes de l'Africa.  Therefore, taking into account her own reflections initially that MacMullen doesn't sufficiently explain the connections, it does give the reader of Meyer's paper a sense of inaccuracies built upon further guesswork in attempting to correct the earlier studies instead of approaching it from an entirely new angle to strengthen her argument.  This does not instil confidence in the data she is giving and further strengthens the feeling that she is attempting to focus too much in one area of reasoning instead of looking at a much bigger picture of major motivations.  What may have given her discussion a more positive strength is if she has reproduced MacMullen's graphs, but included within those her own data to show the compelling argument for a deceased-commemorator relationship linked to these figures.
So whilst certain parts of Ms. Meyer's discussion are very well written and informative, there are unfortunately other sections that do need to be read with caution for a number of reasons and invites further debate on her methods of reasoning.  In particular, a mistake she has made is in the specific communities that she has chosen as a basis for a comparison of case study evidence between the Western and Eastern Empires in that they do not contrast like for like (military towns, federated cities, etc.) and hence seem to paint a misleading position on top of the inaccuracies and quite a lot of  alterations need to be made as she claims in the footnotes.  Additionally, the article focusses very highly upon heirship as a major motivation for inscriptions with only affection of a loved one being mentioned in passing and other ideas are not presented alongside the towns she has chosen to explain possible trends in the rise and fall of epigraphic curves considering other major possibilities on an individual basis.  
For instance, in Ms. Meyer's paper, she states that archaeological evidence from the town of Maktar shows a clear rise in the number of epitaph inscriptions following the change in the town's status with a marked increase just before 175 AD.  Roman citizenship had been awarded here mostly on an individual basis until colonia status was granted to all.  However, during the rise in inscriptions there indeed appears to be very few deceased-commemorator types, possibly showing an amalgamation of local and Roman cultures but Maktar maintaining an element of its Punic independence.  There is a gradual decline eventually towards 300 AD.  What is therefore not mentioned in considering these communities such as Makar are two other major possible motivations for erecting epitaph inscriptions in the provinces to blend in with the expanding Roman community - fear of the Romans themselves or wishing to gain Roman protection against other threats (such as the Vandals or the Berber tribes).

Theveste in contrast to Maktar is clearly a military base and here there appears to be evidence of many deceased-commemorator style epigraphic inscriptions with a marked increase after 160 AD.  It is believed the 3rd Legion stayed here briefly for a period of approximately 6 years.  There seems to be a dramatic decrease in these inscriptions however after 230 AD.   It is widely debated exactly in various modern scholarship papers by writers such as S. Gsell6 and J. Gascou7 when the town gained its status of colonia and there is on-going debate into whether this was achieved under Marcus Aurelius in 175 AD or under the Emperor Trajan so the relationship here is tenuous at best.  

This scholarly reply strongly proposes that other important considerations such as fear of the Romans and a wish not to be persecuted is not mentioned when this could indeed have been a major factor for those ethnic communities who wished to appear loyal.  The Encyclopaedia Britannica8 confirms that "Rome … declared Christianity an illegal religion … Christians refused to engage in Emperor worship, and persecutions ensued".  Therefore, even if an ethnic community was not entirely Christian in nature itself, the Punic natives of Maktar perhaps may well have been aware of Rome's tendency before 313 AD to persecute those who did not follow the grain.  Another key consideration which is not noted is the wish to be part of the growing might of the Roman Empire for protection against other invading tribes and the natives perceiving that being part of that Empire would give them strength and a deterrent against neighbouring foes.  
The Ancient History Encyclopedia9 gives an excellent example of this where the Emperor Aurelian "in 271 CE … found himself having to defend the empire … from the Juthungi, Alamanni and Marcomanni … He defeated the invaders in three different places … the invaders would simply regroup and then continue their attacks in other places".  Therefore, the above two motivations could in themselves lead to a rise in the number of inscriptions, albeit indirectly, as the number of Roman citizens grew in both the East and the West and some of the case studies chosen by Ms. Meyer should have been examined within these contexts to show a more constructive and balanced argument.
Even though Meyer discusses Thugga in her paper's appendix, it would have been interesting to read much more on Thugga and perhaps Carthage as these towns seem to be a better like for like comparison against Thessalonica and Athens but it may be that due to the nature of excavatory work at the time Ms. Meyer writes she felt that the data was too misleading for her to do that10.   Similarly, in Athens, the Kerameikos cemetery offers similar problems in that Meyer writes "the sample may be flawed: many Athenian epitaphs … seem to be taken from the Kerameikos cemetery, which expanded out to the north-west over time, but the furthest north-west section (more likely to have Roman tombstones?) has not been as extensively excavated as the rest".  Hence, it does not instil confidence that she has chosen to use Athens as a contrasting base at all.
1  Elizabeth Meyer's own footnote no. 2 refers.
2  Elizabeth Meyer's own footnote no. 24 refers.
3  https://www.britannica.com/place/Capua-ancient-city-Italy, opening paragraph refers.
4  http://www.edr-edr.it/edr_programmi/view_img.php?id_nr=005492-1&lang=en, image of stone inscribed tablet, record number EDR005492 and accompanying explanatory text.
5  The following footnotes from Elizabeth Meyer's paper refer: nos. 9, 10, 18, 26, 28, 31, 42, 43, 46, 49, 50, 51, 53, 55, 56, 63, 74, 78, 82, 86, 87, 92, 94.  This long list therefore shows evidence how difficult this subject is and still under debate today in many areas such as dating issues, misinterpretation by earlier scholars, evidence yet to be uncovered, etc.
6  Stephane Gsell, French historian and archaeologist (1864-1932), his main work being L'Histoire ancienne de l'Afrique du Nord (1913-1929).
7  Jean Gascou, Professor at the University Paris-Sorbonne, director of the Institute of Papyrology.
8  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Christianity/The-history-of-Christian-missions#ref301870, The History of Christian Missions - First Transition, to AD 500, paragraph 4 refers.
9  https://www.ancient.eu/Aurelian/, Aurelian - Defending the Empire, paragraph 1 refers.
10 Meyer's Appendix: Thugga.
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