An interesting peculiarity for those studying classical history is the explosion of epigraphic activity among the Romans which rose significantly during the period of the Princeps, initiated by Caesar Augustus, and then waned beginning in the latter part of the 2nd century AD.  The great majority of this “epigraphic habit” was comprised of epitaphs.  Certainly commemoration for the dead etched in stone or marble was not unique to the Romans in the early Imperial period, but the spike in its prevalence along with characteristics specific to the Roman epitaph such as the listing of a commemorator are worth exploring. What drove it?  And what is responsible for its decline in just a few centuries?  
	One scholar in particular, Elizabeth Meyer, has asserted in her article, “Explaining the Epigraphic Habit in the Roman Empire: The Evidence of Epitaphs,” that the apparent rise of Roman epitaph commemorative writing during the early centuries of the Princeps was largely due to the perceived value of Romanization manifested through the privilege of Roman citizenship and articulated by the epitaph.[footnoteRef:1] This “Romanization” or Romanitas, defined as those ideals, duties and social norms that characterized the Roman identity, included sacra, the heir’s sacred obligation to fulfill the terms of the will, and thus, she concludes the heir incorporated his name as commemorator on the epitaph in order to attest to the completion of that task. Meyer maintains that whether the legal aspect of this was literally stated using the phrase ex testamento on the tomb or not was not important as either way it was a duty society expected to be carried out.  In support of her argument, she offers a statement by Cicero implying as much:  [1:  Meyer 1990: 74] 

What do the procreation of children, the propagation of the name, the 
adoption of sons, the care taken about wills, the very burial monuments 
and epitaphs mean, if not that we also think about the future that is, posterity?[footnoteRef:2]    [2:  Idem: 76] 

When the emperor, Caracella, issued an edict granting Roman citizenship in 212 AD to all freeborn within the empire’s borders, she claims a banality was inflicted on the prize of citizenship, and ultimately, Romanitas which was largely defined by that citizenship lost its fervor.[footnoteRef:3] Thus, epitaph writing declined. Though there are problems with the particulars of her assessment like categorizing those epitaphs, for example, simply exhibiting affection of a parent to his child, I am inclined to agree with her main thrust which is that Romanitas was the overarching factor that influenced the “epigraphic habit.” However, I believe that Meyer falls short in defining Romanitas purely in terms of the perceived value in holding Roman citizenship.  Rather, the rise and fall of epigraphic behavior should be viewed as part of and, in fact, a mirror to a larger narrative involving the rise of the Pax Romana cult initiated by Caesar Augustus and its subsequent demise in the face of political, economic and social upheavals; upheavals that not only influenced the frequency of epigraphy in the form of epitaph writing but ultimately transformed history.  [3:  Idem: 81] 

Several prominent historians have weighed in with their own considerations and evaluations of Meyer’s essay. Ramsay MacMullen who actually coined the phrase, “epigraphic habit” was the first to note that the Romans’ penchant for epigraphy apparently grew steadily in the first few centuries AD not only in Rome herself but her provinces, reaching a height in approximately 200 AD and dropping just as significantly only 20 years later.[footnoteRef:4] Of course, this seems to affirm Meyer’s assertion that the drop was caused by the Severan Caesar Caracalla’s edict in 212 AD granting Roman citizenship to all freeborn persons residing within its empire regardless of their heritage thus debasing the status of citizenship and effectively cancelling a major reason to (according to Meyer) construct epitaphs.  Of course, the sudden spike of epitaph writing that MacMullen’s chart displays around 180-220AD would have had nothing to do with that edict.  So that’s a problem.  And Meyer herself does not specifically address that spike.  In the end, MacMullen avoids offering any definite explanations, but does intimate that the habit seemed controlled ultimately by a “sense of audience” rather than any extenuating circumstances, noting that those circumstances can be and have been interpreted differently by historians, and that in any event, interpretations cannot be consistently applied to the general corpus of epigraphic writing since, it appears, the “habit” rose and fell independently of surrounding circumstances. Epitaphs, MacMullen remarks, were inscribed by those who felt that there would be an audience for many generations to come; thus, he deduces that epitaphs were perhaps at least a vehicle for people to express their confidence in the permanency of their society regardless of outside factors.[footnoteRef:5]   [4:  MacMullen 1982: 242 ]  [5:  Idem: 246] 

Greg Woolf, another scholar contributing to the debate, offers an explanation for a rise in epitaphs that is tinged with more spiritual considerations. Romans were obsessed with being remembered as both their epitaphs and certain cultural practices attest such as damnatio memoriae, a practice by which a person could be relegated to oblivion by having his name removed from a text of any sort or having the utterance of his name forbidden.  The idea was to    dispose of the person by disposing of his memory.[footnoteRef:6] To prevent loss of memory, many epitaphs call to the passerby to say the name of the deceased, and, in fact, Woolf cites a well-known ode of Horace as proof of this mindset in which Horace intimates that he will not “perish utterly” due to the monument he has set up and the anticipated praises that will be uttered by posterity.[footnoteRef:7]   Interestingly, in contrast to MacMullen’s speculation that monuments expressed people’s confidence in the permanency of society, Woolf suggests that people, in desiring to be remembered, were expressing anxiety about the changes taking place around them, especially as Roman society expanded in the early centuries AD.[footnoteRef:8] In response, people sought to establish some sort of tether to their world through a permanent commemoration.  This sentiment would actually fit as a plausible explanation of the dramatic spike in epitaphs around 190 AD charted by MacMullen, namely, that it was a result of the unease thrust upon society by the tumultuous events leading to the reign of Severus in 193 AD after the relative constancy of the century.  [6:  Woolf 1996: 32]  [7:  Idem: 25]  [8:  Idem: 31] 

One interesting fact is that the bulk of the epitaphs forming the corpus of the “epigraphic habit” were written by freedmen, slaves that were granted manumission. Indeed 80% of the epitaphs in the early Principate were authored by freedman.[footnoteRef:9]  The designation of libertus or just the letter L written next to the name on the epitaph attested to the newfound status.  Even more importantly, his children would be born lawfully free and be automatically granted citizenship with all of its attendant privileges. Obviously, this would be an important event to enshrine and announce to the world.  An epitaph would not only serve as a proclamation of the freedman’s family’s new status but attach some permanency to it. Certainly this would seem to support Meyer’s thrust that the main motivation of the epitaph was to partake in the perceived value of Romanitas. [9:  Mouritsen 2005: 38] 

Henrik Mouritsen, another historian,  maintains that though attaining an equal status within the society and commemorating such a status would be important, even more so would be the personal knowledge of the freedman himself that his family relationships would be legitimate henceforth.[footnoteRef:10]  Maureen Carroll, in her book Spirits of the Dead agrees that it was likely a way for former slaves to correct the social inequalities of life. [footnoteRef:11] This personal knowledge and the desire to give voice to it would be the true commemoration whether the public knew it or not.  This sentiment would help explain epitaphs that were not intended for and did not have a public audience. Certainly a debasing of Roman status by easily attained citizenry would affect a freedman’s desire to partake in epitaph writing as well as a freeborn person’s so it seems reasonable to conclude that the edict of Caracalla had such an effect. One might also expect that since 80% of the epitaphs were written by freedman giving voice and commemoration to their newfound status that a drop in epitaphs would ensue since the children of those freedmen, having lawful citizenship by birth, would have lacked personal experience of the travails of slavery and accordingly would lack a reason to commemorate.  Either way, a decline would be expected. [10:  Idem: 60]  [11:  Carroll 2006: 247] 

While a consensus exists among scholars that there was a general rise in the early Imperial period of epigraphy, it should be noted that there are concerns with regard to the methodology and grouping of the epitaphs especially as some specific spikes and drops are illustrated.  Some opinions hold that there are problems with the way MacMullen gathered the data in the first place, and such spikes as the one in 190-200 AD should not be taken as representing a general rise. In chapter eight of the Oxford Handbook of Roman Epigraphy,  Lloris argues that the large amount of epigraphy which contained special tributes to the house of Septimus Severus could have merely been an isolated response displaying loyalty to the sudden seizure of the throne by him at this time after a century of relative continuity. Thus, it should not be grouped with epigraphy in general.  Furthermore, Lloris expresses concern with Macmillan’s seemingly arbitrary method of spreading epigraphy out in twenty year intervals where such epigraphy could only be accurately dated to within the century as a whole. Lastly, MacMillan relies on dating methods that grouped numerous epitaphs with the specific text Dis Manibus Sacra to the time period of 175-200 AD which may further eschew any genuine rise in epigraphy as a whole.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Lloris 2014: 141] 

Just as there is no dispute that a general rise in epigraphy began with the reign of Caesar Augustus, no one disputes that Augustus was the progenitor of that rise.  Under his influence, inscriptions proliferated on every level: votive dedications, altars, buildings, boundary markers and most especially commemorative epitaphs.  In fact, he was very effective in using epigraphy to promote and implement his ideology.[footnoteRef:13]  The most effective tool of this was his own epitaph, Res Gestae, that symbolized the reason for Pax Romana, a peace that birthed optimism and prosperity during Augustus’ reign.[footnoteRef:14]  It is this Pax Romana cult manifested in and influenced by the ebb and flow of society that had more to do with the rise and fall of epigraphy than any aspect heretofore discussed.  [13:  Bodel  2001: 7]  [14:  Guven 1998: 31] 

One of Augustus’ main thrusts in his Res Gestae was to promote the idea of primus inter pares which defined his status and title as Princeps. He intended on portraying his reign as a continuation of the Republic with a slight twist; he would be the “first” among “equals,” or rather he would be the most prestigious and important member of the Roman Senate, but each senator would be simultaneously equally important.  Of course, for all practical purposes history has shown that he was de facto a dictator. However, note in his famous epitaph that he refused the offer of dictatorship stating he would accept only that rule as dictated by the ancestors  which, of course, meant the former Republic’s ideals.[footnoteRef:15]  Propaganda at its best!  Why?  Interestingly, Charles Hendrick in his essay, “Democracy and the Athenian Epigraphical Habit” explores the thought that Athens’ unique form of democratic government is linked to its proliferation of writing.  Indeed he cites a funeral oration by Thucydides linking Athens’ greatness with its writing habit.[footnoteRef:16] Perception was everything in Augustus attempt to garner the people’s support especially after civil war. Was Augustus’ intent to link the greatness of Athens and its democratic institutions by defining his rule as such and propagating that definition through the habit of writing?  If so, what better ideology for the people to imitate and to identify with? After all, the Greek culture had long been admired and assimilated by the Romans.  Graeca capta ferum victorem cepit.  Perhaps the rise of epigraphy embodied this sentiment and as subsequent Caesars did less to continue the democratic façade, epigraphy as a manifestation of it imitated that decline.  Certainly it is no secret that the Pax Romana ended, by most historical accounts, after the reign of Marcus Aurelius in 180 AD, precisely the time of the overall decline of epigraphy. [15:  Augustus, Res Gestae 1.5-6]  [16:  Hedrick 1999: 390] 

Due to the peace ushered in by the Pax Romana, trade routes were unencumbered by war and a continual resource of marble was able to make its way from the Apuan Alps down to urbanity. Thus a steady supply of canvas on which to write allowed and indeed likely fed the proliferation of the epigraphy.[footnoteRef:17] Presumably the prosperity of the time would have allowed for increased purchase and use of such products for epitaph writing while the decline of the economy such as experienced during what is known as the “Crisis of the 3rd Century” when the emperor Caracalla caused inflation by debasing Roman coinage would obviously have negated such purchases. During the time of Augustus, the silver denarius was comprised of about 95% of silver; however, by the time of Caracella (198 AD), the coin only contained 50%.[footnoteRef:18]  Between this and the tax hike Caracella instituted, perhaps it was not so much his granting Roman citizenship on the general populace that caused a decline in the desire to advertise citizenry on epitaphs, but economic factors. After all, it seems that in the face of necessities, epitaphs would come up on the short end.  [17:  Bodel 2001: 7]  [18:  Peden 2017] 

An early 5th Century Christian priest, Salvian Marseille, remarked that the Roman state deserved to decline because it had denied its first premise, justice to the people. Indeed the people themselves were said to have had one wish at that time when they were conquered by the barbarians and that was to never again fall under the Roman bureaucracy.[footnoteRef:19] Remarkable.  That is definitely a change from the sentiment that no doubt accompanied the time of the Pax Romana. Truly Romanitas had ceased to exist.  The social fabric that moved people to brag about their status and affiliation with Rome and its status through epitaphs and monuments as expressed by Pliny the Elder: [19:  Ibid] 

..statues started to decorate the public squares of every municipality and 
to perpetuate the memory of individuals while distinctive honors started to 
be inscribed on their bases so that posterity might read them here and not 
just in tombs.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Lloris 2014: 132] 

had been torn and had been beginning with Severus and his son Caracalla.  Accordingly, people had no need to reminisce an identity that had lost its way.
	More than just a facet of citizenship, this identity was linked to a larger moral obligation Romans owed to the bonds which sustained them as a community.  These bonds were largely of a familial nature, but pietas dictated that first and foremost they were a tie to the Roman fatherland patria.  Cicero attests in his De Legibus that one’s loyalty to his country superseded all else.[footnoteRef:21] Part of pietas was the obligation to keep the dead alive by remembering them in various ways.  This would be no less important with regard to the state.  It would make sense that epigraphic writing would rise considerably in light of the desire and duty to keep the Pax Romana and the cult of Augustus associated with it alive. And just as tumultuous events of the 3rd Century weakened these bonds, any expression of them would understandably follow suit. [21:  Emlie 1944: 540] 

Many epitaphs asked the reader to call out to the dead.  So certainly there are religious reasons to be considered since the Romans believed that invoking a person’s name kept him connected to the world of the living and perhaps even lightened whatever he was experiencing in the afterlife, dicite qui legitis sit tibi terra levis.[footnoteRef:22]  Part of the pietas of the Roman family was to continue to offer libations to their dead at the gravesite and to speak of them especially during certain ordained holidays.  In fact, celebrations that involved reenacting important events in the life of the dead using their visages in the form of masks were common. Is it unreasonable to speculate that a rise in epitaphs in the early Princeps was a means of keeping alive the memory of that era seeing that as events and experiences of a person who lived then were called forth, the Pax Romana sentiment itself would naturally be reminisced as well?  And conversely, as the ideal of that time faded so would have the motive for epitaph inscriptions and thus even perhaps epitaphs themselves. [22:  Carroll 2006: 55] 

A decline in epitaph writing which as stated previously made up the bulk of the epigraphy in discussion was likely driven by another even more profound change in culture, the introduction of Christianity. Rodney Stark, in his book The Rise of Christianity, estimates that between 40 AD and 350 AD, Christians increased at a rate of 40% per decade so that by 350 AD as much as 50% of the Roman population was Christian.[footnoteRef:23] Christians did write epitaphs. However, epitaph writing as a whole dropped by the 3rd century according to dating methods. When Christians did employ epitaphs, the inscriptions they wrote revolved more around invoking prayers to intercede for the dead rather than a plea to voice their name in the hope of easing any travails in the afterlife or completing a notion of pietas.[footnoteRef:24]  Other interesting feature of the Christian epitaph included the lack of family names or even commemorators listed and the lack of a list of accomplishments or contributions to the state. In light of their newfound relationship with God, the status that bound them to the state no longer was a priority. Precise dates of death were listed which pagan epitaphs had lacked as the Christians believed firmly in the afterlife and viewed death as a definitive re-birth to be celebrated.[footnoteRef:25] Christian epitaphs themselves were now grouped typically on church property rather than in private family plots or city forums or even along roads. Why is this significant?  It shows a shift in community bonds.  No longer were a majority of the population bonded to the ideals of state.  The Church took precedence. The individual was paramount. Correspondingly, the Roman identity and the need to memorialize it through epitaph writing declined. [23:  Stark 1996: 4-7]  [24:  Carroll 2006: 274]  [25:  Idem 274] 

Though Meyer’s case that the swings of the epigraphic habit are tied to the notion of Roman citizenry is strong and certainly one with which I mostly concur, I trust that this discussion has brought to light that citizenry was really just one part of a much larger narrative that chronicled the very identity of a people inseparable from the social fabric in which they existed.  As that fabric, defined by the Pax Romana, was weakened by external factors, whether political, economic or social so were those expressions of it.  And while this discussion h. as lent itself to musings of a more philosophical sort, certainly we cannot discount that the rise and fall of epigraphy as embodied in epitaphs were perhaps the objects of more mundane influences.  Even Meyer alludes to this when she parenthetically acknowledges death as a possible reason for a rise in epitaphs.[footnoteRef:26]  Certainly the record reveals devastating plagues that occurred precisely during recorded spikes.  In the end, interpretations of the rise and fall of epigraphy in the ancient world are speculative at best due to scant and incomplete evidence; hence, more accurate reasons may forever remain hidden. [26:  Meyer 1990: 87] 
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