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  Were There Pigeons on the Streets of Rome?


  The domestic pigeon infests cities around the globe, flocking and fluttering in every inconvenient place. Unless reminded by aerial bombardment, few of us spare a thought for this least beloved of birds. For thousands of years, however, pigeons have been cherished as pets, bred for speed, and deployed in war.
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  A mosaic showing pigeons drinking from a basin, found in Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli and now displayed in the Capitoline Museums. Wikimedia Commons


  The pigeon is a descendent of the rock dove (Columba livia), which originated in the Middle East and North Africa. It was domesticated around ten thousand years ago, millennia before the chicken. Docile, delicious, and plump—and a prolific producer of field-fertilizing droppings—pigeons conquered Italy long before the Romans did. Roman agricultural writers raved about them, providing detailed advice on how to build columbaria (dovecotes). In these tower-shaped structures, sometimes large enough to house five thousand birds, pigeons were provided with piped water, troughs of seeds, and rows of nesting niches made from reused pots. Emperor Severus Alexander reportedly kept no fewer than twenty thousand pigeons in the palace aviaries, maintained by slaves who sold the eggs and squabs for profit.1


  At a time when most Roman families lived on less than one thousand sestertii a year, a breeding pair of pigeons cost around two hundred. Birds noted for their plumage or swiftness might be sold for as much as forty thousand. Such pedigreed pigeons were pampered pets; a Roman poet rhapsodized on the theme of his girlfriend’s favorite bird. Pigeons, nestled in the hands of the deceased, appeared frequently on tombstones. A pigeon lover in Syria had a monumental dovecote built atop his mausoleum.2


  Pigeons brought to a remote place will automatically fly back to their nests. This homing instinct makes them excellent messengers. As recently as the early twentieth century, they were used to carry letters in many parts of the world; by some accounts, New Zealand’s Great Barrier Pigeongram Service was the first airmail.* There is no evidence that Roman pigeons carried letters under normal circumstances. In times of war, however, they were routinely sent across enemy lines. When Decimus Brutus, one of Caesar’s assassins, was besieged in Mutina, the commander of an army sent to relieve him had letters tied to the necks of pigeons and ordered the birds released as close as possible to Mutina’s walls. Instinctively seeking the highest perches in sight, the pigeons flew to the towers and temple roofs of the city. After his men captured the first batch of birds, Decimus Brutus ordered seed scattered to lure incoming pigeons, which kept him informed until the siege was lifted.3


  Off the battlefield, pigeons were admired for their elaborate courtship ritual, which involves touching beaks in what looks like a kiss. They mate for life and seem affectionate to their partners; Pliny the Elder primly observed that adultery was unknown among pigeons. Thanks to their apparently amorous nature, pigeons became emblems of Venus,* who was often shown with a bird perched in her hand. Christians in the Roman catacombs used pigeons to represent the soul and eternal peace.4


  Many Romans—whether senators with sprawling mansions or day laborers living in tenements—kept dovecotes on their roofs. Because the birds were allowed to range freely, they frequently became feral. The satirist Juvenal mentions pigeons nesting among the roof tiles of Rome’s apartment buildings. Nobody seemed to mind. To the poor, feral pigeons must have been a useful source of eggs and meat. And for everyone, they had the appeal of the familiar. “My pigeon” was a term of endearment. A gladiator known as “Pigeon” was cheered in the arena. Welcome or not, the birds were always there, strutting through the Forum, posing on statues, spectating in the Colosseum—innumerable, inescapable, and indispensable.5

  Footnotes


  

  * There were three rival companies: the Great Barrier Pigeongram Agency, the Great Barrier Pigeongram Service, and the Original Great Barrier Pigeongram Service. Fowl play was rampant.


  * The birds of the love goddess are usually described as doves. But the most familiar variety of “dove”—the kind you see on greeting cards—is nothing more or less than a large domestic pigeon, bred to have white plumage.
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  Were Apartments Expensive?


  The vast majority of Rome’s million or so inhabitants lived in the apartment buildings known as insulae. According to one ancient count, there were no fewer than 46,602 insulae in Rome—and only 1,790 private homes. Like modern apartments, insulae ranged in quality from luxurious to squalid. The best units were rented by senators and wealthy freedmen. As a young man, the future dictator Sulla lived in an apartment,* and even after he became emperor, Augustus sometimes slept in the apartments of his freedmen. On the other end of the scale, the migrant workers who flooded into Rome during the summer lived in cell-like rooms stacked on the roofs of ramshackle tenements.1


  The ground floor of an insula was normally reserved for shops. In a world without elevators or reliable plumbing, the most desirable apartments were directly above. The cheaper units were higher up. Although the emperors limited the maximum height of apartment buildings to seventy (later sixty) feet, these regulations seem to have been honored in the breach. One apartment building, the Insula Felicula, was so tall that it became a tourist attraction.2


  Although virtually all of Rome’s insulae have disappeared, dozens survive in Ostia, the port at the Tiber’s mouth. Most of Ostia’s insulae date to the second century and were built of brick-faced concrete. Their interiors were divided into apartments of varying size. The standard layout was centered on a hall-like room known as the medianum, with spaces used for dining or entertaining on either end. One wall of the medianum had windows facing a street or courtyard. A series of small, usually windowless bedrooms opened from the opposite side.3
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  A street of insulae at Ostia. Author’s photo


  Perhaps the most remarkable apartment buildings in Ostia are the so-called Garden Houses, built during the reign of Hadrian. This luxurious residential complex consisted of two buildings, probably four stories high, at the center of a landscaped courtyard ringed by shops and other apartments. Four identical units occupied each floor of the central buildings. They followed the usual medianum-centered plan on a grand scale. Their reception rooms were two stories tall, with a double row of windows. Over the other rooms was a mezzanine that likely housed storage spaces and slave quarters. Including this level, a single apartment could easily have fifteen or twenty rooms.


  Many insulae in Ostia were decorated with mosaics and frescoes. Although their windows were usually protected only by shutters, some had panes of glass or selenite. Apartments on upper stories might be provided with wooden balconies. In some cases, entire floors were jettied out to maximize space; the poet Martial claimed that apartment dwellers could shake hands across Rome’s streets.4


  The vast majority of apartments had no plumbing, forcing their inhabitants to draw water from public fountains or pay carriers to do it for them.* At least the lower floors of some insulae in Ostia, however, were connected by lead pipes to the local aqueduct. Likewise, though most apartment dwellers deposited human waste in chamber pots—emptied from the nearest convenient window†—a few Ostian units had private latrines, situated as far as possible from the main living area to minimize odors.5


  Insulae were frequently built by wealthy speculators and leased to investors, who then sublet the individual units. The property was managed by a slave or freedman known as the insularius. Like a modern superintendent, the insularius was responsible for basic upkeep and repairs. He also collected the rent, which was due once a year, normally on July 1. We know from graffiti in Pompeii that apartments were advertised with painted inscriptions. Anyone interested in the “quality apartments” of the Insula Arriana Polliana, for example, could contact Primus, the slave of a prominent Pompeian aristocrat. Whatever the rents were in the Insula Arriana,‡ we can be sure that they were much more reasonable than those in Rome, where even modest apartments often cost two thousand sestertii a year—roughly double the average income of a laborer—and a senator was regarded as ludicrously thrifty for paying only six thousand. One of Cicero’s clients paid thirty thousand sestertii for a third-floor apartment.6


  To judge from our literary sources, living conditions in most Roman insulae were less than opulent. Juvenal imagines an insula dweller cramped under the roof tiles with a tiny bed, a few knickknacks, and a basket of mouse-eaten scrolls. Martial—who lived in a third-floor apartment on the Quirinal Hill—complained of the street noise that cascaded through his windows. So did Seneca, who had the misfortune of living directly over a bath. Noise was far from the only hazard. Insulae were often poorly maintained, and they had an unnerving habit of collapsing. Cicero, who seems to have been something of a slumlord, notes in a letter that one of his properties was falling into ruin and all the tenants had fled.7


  The greatest danger was fire. Although their walls were usually masonry, the floors, partitions, and penthouses of insulae were made of wood.* A stray coal or dropped lamp could easily destroy an entire block. The problem was so pervasive that prudent investors hesitated before sinking money into the Roman real estate market. Less scrupulous investors were known to deliberately set their properties on fire for the insurance money. There was, finally, the risk of eviction. Anyone who failed to pay their rent on time was unceremoniously expelled. Martial describes watching a freshly evicted family trudge down the street, heading for one of the bridges that sheltered Rome’s homeless.8


  As Rome’s population shrank in late antiquity, the insulae began to empty. At Ostia, aristocrats converted vacant apartment buildings into lavish summer homes. But soon even these were abandoned. Of the tens of thousands of insulae that lined Rome’s streets in late antiquity, only one is visible today. It stands, half-excavated, on the slopes of the Capitoline Hill. Five of its stories are preserved—tenements over apartments, apartments over shops—looming above the invisible streets of the buried ancient city.


  Footnotes


  

  * Sulla paid three thousand sestertii for an apartment on the first floor; a freedman rented one on the second floor for two thousand. Many years later, Sulla—now the master of Rome—nearly executed his former upstairs neighbor. Sulla was far from the only famous figure to squat in a Roman apartment. The exiled Egyptian king Ptolemy VI was forced to share a room with a painter to make his rent.


  * Rome’s water carriers, like the milkmen of later centuries, were suspected of seducing women while their husbands were away.


  † Being spattered by the contents of emptied chamber pots seems to have been a chronic hazard for Roman pedestrians. Sometimes the pots themselves slipped to the street, with potentially fatal consequences.


  ‡ The annual rent of an apartment in Pompeii was probably around five hundred sestertii, the amount that Caesar offered to pay as debt relief to those who lived outside Rome.


  * The Roman terror of fire was so great that arson was made punishable by burning at the stake.
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  What Were the Bars Like?


  There were no fancy restaurants in ancient Rome. Wealthy Romans ate at home, attended by regiments of cooks and servers. The poor, by contrast, lived in apartments that usually lacked kitchens, fireplaces, or any other facilities for preparing meals. If they wanted hot food, they had to get it from a local bar.


  Just as the English words bar, tavern, and pub have slightly different connotations, the Latin terms taberna, popina, caupona, and thermopolium were not quite synonymous. Some establishments served only food; others, only wine. Some had seats for customers; others, only service counters. Some doubled as hotels, brothels, or both. Without losing sight of those distinctions, I’ll use taberna as a generic term for the places where most Romans drank their wine and ate hot meals.


  The majority of what we know about Roman bars comes from the excavations at Ostia, Herculaneum, and—above all—Pompeii. Pompeii had more than 160 tabernae—roughly one for every 60 inhabitants. Almost all of Pompeii’s tabernae were open to the street, with heavy wooden shutters that could be closed at night. Inside was a waist-high service counter, usually L- or U-shaped. For greater visibility, the front of the counter was often veneered with marble or coated with stucco. The counter of Pompeii’s most recently excavated bar was painted with scenes ranging from a nereid riding a seahorse to a fierce-looking guard dog.*
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The counter of a bar in Pompeii, with embedded food containers. Author’s photo


  The counter was sometimes complemented by the Roman equivalent of a pub sign, painted on a wall near the entrance. Next to the Caupona of Euxinus in Pompeii, for example, was a fresco of a phoenix—apparently the name of the bar—with the caption “The phoenix is happy, and you can be, too!”* Equally eye-catching were the elaborate lamps and windchimes hung over the counter, which often featured an apotropaic phallus or two.1


  Although some Roman bars only served food to go, most had a seating area for customers who wanted to eat and drink on the premises. Usually, this was a small room adjacent to the service counter, provided with wooden stools and tables. A few bars had private rooms and gardens.* At the Praedia of Julia Felix in Pompeii, patrons could recline on masonry couches that imitated those in the triclinia of elite houses. The Caupona of Euxinus had a private vineyard, complete with shady alcoves that were probably reserved for guests.2


  Wine came to tabernae in delivery carts wobbling with wine-skins. Stored in amphorae, it was poured into pitchers or cups.† The wine was usually cheap, local, and weak; bartenders were routinely accused of adding water to save money. Some establishments, however, served—or claimed to serve—more expensive vintages. A sign outside a Pompeiian bar advertised the famous Falernian variety, available for four times the cost of ordinary wine. At another bar in Pompeii, amphorae containing wines from every part of the empire were stacked along the walls, ready to be served to discerning patrons.3


  Earthenware containers—dolia—filled with food were often embedded in the service counter. Although it used to be theorized that they held soups and stews, this idea seems unlikely; few containers were waterproofed with pitch. At Herculaneum, vestiges of carbonized grain, chickpeas, and beans were discovered in dolia. Analysis of the most recently excavated Pompeii bar found duck, fish, goat, and pig bones in a single container, along with a few snail shells. Unless these were the remains of an extremely unorthodox dish, they should probably be identified as scraps, tossed aside by the bar staff or customers. Another dolium in the same bar contained fava beans, which the Romans sometimes used to “purify” spoiled wines. A fresco in another Pompeiian bar shows sausages, cheeses, and dried fruit hanging from the rafters. Cooked foods were also on the menu: A Roman poet mentions pike being grilled outside a taberna. Heated or otherwise, the average quality of bar food does not seem to have been high. One poem describes it as “greasy”; another alludes casually to the cockroaches that flourished around service counters.4


  Insalubrious though they may have been, Rome’s bars seldom lacked customers. Some were open all night; a late antique urban prefect tried in vain to prohibit the sale of wine before midmorning. At any time of day, bars were places to gather, talk,* and relax over a cup of wine. A comic-strip-like fresco in Pompeii’s Caupona of Salvius captures the atmosphere. Two men banter with a serving maid. Another pair, playing a game similar to backgammon, argue over the score. In the final panel, the squabbling players are thrown out by the bartender.5


  Women who worked in bars were widely regarded as promiscuous. In an inscription set up by a pair of tavern keepers who jokingly called themselves Lucius Callidus Eroticus and Fannia Voluptas, the services of a girl are tallied on a customer’s bill alongside bread and wine. To judge from the graffiti describing the bedroom prowess (and prices) of various barmaids in Pompeii, this sort of accounting was far from unusual.6


  Literary depictions of Roman bars dwell on their seediness. Juvenal described a bar in Ostia as a place where thieves and fugitive slaves drank with eunuchs and undertakers. Centuries later, the historian Ammianus Marcellinus complained that Rome’s lower classes spent half their lives in bars, gambling, arguing about chariot races, and—for some reason—snorting. Some of the bars in Rome’s rougher areas were genuinely dangerous. A praetor was murdered in one by his political enemies, and at least two future emperors had their eyes blackened while slumming in tabernae.7


  Bars owed much of their bad reputation, however, to elite snobbery. For wealthy Romans, the brawling, boisterous gathering places of commoners always seemed unsavory, immoral, and more than a little threatening. It was a criminal offense to bring the young son of a respectable gentleman into a bar. A series of emperors, convinced that tabernae were hotbeds of conspiracy and unrest, limited the foods they could serve or closed them altogether.8


  Ultimately, the bars of ancient Rome were nothing more or less than meeting places and refuges for the hundreds of thousands who had few other places to gather. When a well-known tavern keeper from Tivoli died, the highest compliment her heirs could think of was inscribed as her epitaph: “She drew visitors from far and wide to the haven of her bar.”9


  Footnotes


  

  * Over the image of the dog is a graffito reading, “Nicias is a shameless defecator.” We don’t know whether Nicias was the dog or the bar’s owner.


  * Another bar in Pompeii was named the Elephant. Sometimes menus were posted. An inscription outside a bar in Antibes encouraged passersby to come in and see the price list.


  * Members of the middle classes may have eaten out in more upmarket settings. The exceptionally large garden in the House of Loreius Tiburtinus at Pompeii, overlooked by a dining room painted with scenes from the Trojan War, has led some archaeologists to speculate that house and garden functioned as a restaurant. The nearby House of the Moralist, with its frescoed advice about table manners (e.g., “Don’t proposition other men’s wives”), may have been a private dining club.


  † Glass cups seem to have been the vessels of choice. A character in a Roman novel proclaims that he prefers glass, which never changes the flavor of wine.


  * Bartenders were notorious rumormongers. It was taken as a truism that people who worked in bars knew all the local gossip.
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  Were There Garbage Dumps?


  The streets of ancient Rome were filthy. Mud and manure caked the pavement. Packs of feral dogs roved the alleyways, living on scraps. Cockroaches infested damp places,* pigs rooted in piles of trash, and rodents scampered in cracks and corners, pursued by steadily agglomerating clowders of cats.1


  The organic waste that littered the streets was likely scraped up on a semiregular basis and sold as manure to suburban farmers.† There may have been, as in some Greek cities, neighborhood cesspits into which inorganic garbage could be dumped. But there was no equivalent of the public trash-collection services most of us enjoy today. Property owners were responsible for hauling away their own refuse. Human nature being what it is, this meant that trash tended to accumulate everywhere.2


  At Pompeii, alleys and many streets were carpeted with garbage, packed rock-hard by the wheels of passing chariots. Trash filled empty lots and was heaped in abandoned houses. Just outside the city walls were huge drifts of broken pots, smashed tiles, animal bones, and other waste. The rubbish heaps outside the Roman city of Oxyrhynchus in Egypt were still up to thirty feet high when they were discovered by archaeologists.


  The dumps that ringed Rome were on a scale still grander. Under the Republic, large public cesspits were dug outside the Esquiline Gate. When excavated in the nineteenth century, they were found to contain everything from household refuse to the bones of paupers. Dumping was prohibited within a certain distance of the walls, and stones were set up to mark the boundary. This rule, however, seems to have been honored in the breach. Garbage was routinely tipped into the Tiber, and hills of refuse built up on the Janiculum and elsewhere along the city’s perimeter.3


  The most monumental midden loomed over the warehouse district by the Tiber. As tall as the Pantheon, it consisted entirely of broken pottery—by one estimate, 53 million amphorae. Since the Middle Ages, it has been known as Monte Testaccio, the mountain of pots. Almost all the amphorae that make up Monte Testaccio held olive oil. Perhaps a tenth were imported from the rich olive groves of North Africa. The rest came from the province of Baetica, modern Andalusia. Spanish oil amphorae were huge, heavy vessels, capable of holding around 70 liters (18.5 gallons). Over the first three centuries CE, tens of thousands were shipped to Rome every year.


  Let’s imagine the journey of a shipload of amphorae at the end of the second century. The long civil war that made Septimius Severus master of the Roman world has finally ended. (Just a few years earlier, the emperor ceremoniously rode his horse over the naked corpse of his last remaining rival.) With peace has come renewed prosperity. Along Spain’s Guadalquivir River,* the production of olive oil is booming as never before.4


  Our story starts on one of the many estates that checkered the fertile valley between Seville and Cordoba. It belongs to a man of equestrian rank who prefers his comfortable townhouse to the villas scattered across his rural properties. This particular estate, located among rolling hills a short distance from the river, is almost entirely planted with olive trees. The groves are worked by both free and slave laborers.* Although the slaves live in cramped quarters near the main villa and the tenant farmers have houses of their own, they do much the same work. Slave or free, they spend most of the year cutting down weeds and plowing the land between the trees to aerate the soil. The busiest months are November and December. This is the wettest time of the year, when rainstorms break over the hills and fill the river. But it is also the season when the olives ripen and fall.5
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  The author on Monte Testaccio. Author’s photo


  On a clear, cool morning, the olives are gathered, washed, and dumped into a trough, where a mule-driven millstone crushes them to paste. The paste is shoveled into buckets, which are stacked beneath a press—a heavy beam lowered with a winch. As the beam is brought down and wicker creaks and snaps, golden olive oil cascades into the collection channel. Once the fluid has settled and separated, it is decanted into amphorae made at the local claypit, each stamped with the estate owner’s name.


  The amphorae are brought on muleback to storage depots near the banks of the river. In April or May, a merchant sails down from Cordoba with a purchase contract, and the amphorae are loaded into the hold, joining hundreds of others from estates upstream. So heavily laden that it scrapes every sandbar, the ship floats downstream to the sea. Throughout the voyage to Italy, it hugs the coast, close enough for the sailors to see the red roofs of port cities and smell the reek of garum factories.


  Twenty-two days after leaving Spain, the ship sails into Portus. Over the past century, this artificial harbor has definitively displaced the older facilities at Puteoli and neighboring Ostia. The outer basin, with its smoking lighthouse, is crowded with ships. A colossal barge from the Egyptian grain fleet, painted with icons of Isis, looms over all the others. Our ship pauses to pick up a harbor pilot, who guides it into the hexagonal inner basin. Moments after it noses into a berth, customs officials descend on the decks, demanding to see the captain’s contracts and inspect his cargo. After the usual rigmarole, members of the stevedores’ guild begin to use pulleys and treadwheel cranes to lift the two thousand amphorae in the ship’s hold onto wagons. These shuttle the amphorae into a vast concrete warehouse perfumed with oil.


  The warehouse belongs to the emperor, as does everything inside. Olive oil is a staple of the Roman diet, a vital source of nutrients for the multitudes who live primarily on bread. In Rome, the price of olive oil, like that of grain, has been controlled by the emperors since the time of Augustus, and oil has occasionally been included in the grain dole. Recently, Septimius Severus decreed that all citizens eligible for a grain ration should also receive olive oil every month. The merchant who brought the amphorae from Spain is under contract with the imperial government to supply oil at a fixed rate. He has spent most of his career dealing with subordinates of the praefectus annonae, the official responsible for overseeing both the grain dole and the olive oil supply, and watches with a practiced eye as the amphorae are labeled* and weighed.6


  The amphorae then begin the final leg of their journey. Sprawling though the warehouses at Portus are, they are meant only to shelter goods for a brief time, until they can be brought up the Tiber to the capital. Even when swollen with spring rain, the river is too shallow for a large seagoing vessel.† Most of the boats on the river are flat-bottomed barges, designed to skim over sandbars and rocks. The amphorae, their handles lashed together for security, are loaded onto a dozen barges. To cope with the current, which makes it difficult to row upstream, each barge is hitched to a team of oxen, who patiently tow it the twenty miles to Rome. It takes three days—partly because the teams have to be switched every few miles, but mostly because the river is so crowded.7


  As the barges approach Rome, river traffic slows to a crawl. Tombs and villas crowd the banks. The metropolis finally comes into view as an incomprehensible accumulation of white and tan buildings, stained by the smoke of ten thousand charcoal fires. Where the current slows, just below the temples and tenements of the Aventine Hill, a tangle of piers marks the port of Rome. The barges are unloaded into one of the warehouses that hold oil, grain, marble, wood, and everything else consumed by the world city. After the stamps and inscriptions on each amphora have been recorded and checked, the seals are broken, and the oil is tipped into cavernous storage tanks.


  In Rome, amphorae are often recycled as storage containers, repurposed as pipes or flowerpots, or shattered and mixed into concrete as aggregate. The bulbous shape and thick walls of Spanish oil amphorae, however, make them unsuitable for most secondary applications. They are difficult to break into small fragments, and the oil that clings to their surfaces weakens any concrete made with them. Last but not least, they stink.


  So once they have been drained, Spanish oil amphorae are tied in pairs over the backs of mules and sent to the state amphora dump—the future Monte Testaccio. The dump is already as tall as any of the Seven Hills, and it’s growing every day. Although the lower slopes are covered with grass, most of the mound is the chalky red of broken pottery. Near the summit, rows of intact pots, weighted with shards, have been arranged into a terrace. Mule drivers roll the amphorae into the center of the terrace, where slaves with sledgehammers smash them into hand-sized pieces. Other slaves rake the fragments into layers and sprinkle them with lime, binding them together and cutting the stench of rancid oil.


  Unburdened, the mules descend the long path back down to the warehouses. In the distance, their drivers can make out the gilded roof of Jupiter’s temple on the Capitoline and the bronze dome of the Pantheon. But the mules, heads down, see only bits of pottery, crunching to reddish dust beneath their hooves.


  Dumping continued at Monte Testaccio until the late third century, when the Aurelian Wall cut the roads between the dump and the river.* During the Middle Ages, legends sprang up around the mountain of pots. Some claimed that it had been built with rubble from the great fire of Nero; others, that it was composed of pagan cinerary urns. The most prevalent explanation, however, was that the hill was made of vessels sent from the provinces as tribute. In a sense, this was correct.†


  Monte Testaccio is a microcosm of the Roman Empire. It reflects the reach of imperial power, which could draw millions of oil amphorae from distant parts of the Mediterranean. It attests to the productivity and complexity of the Roman economy, which could support long-distance trade on such a vast scale. It is evidence of consumerism on a level that would not be exceeded until the Industrial Revolution. And it bears witness, like all monuments of empire, to the inequities that made Rome’s grandeur possible.


  Footnotes


  

  * The oriental cockroach (Blatta orientalis), native to the shores of the Black Sea, colonized Rome and provincial towns as distant as Londinium. From these advance posts, it scuttled to a city near you.


  † Men known as koprologoi cleared manure from the streets of Greek cities. At Rome, the aediles were traditionally responsible for keeping the streets clean; they may have used public slaves or contractors for the purpose. The empress Messalina attempted to escape Rome in a dung-collection cart.


  * The valley of the Guadalquivir (the ancient Baetis) was famously fertile. The only problem, according to the Greek geographer Strabo, was that it was overrun by crop-eating rabbits. The rabbits caused so much destruction in the Balearic Islands that the inhabitants once sent an embassy to Rome to beg for resettlement. Spanish farmers, however, learned to manage them with Libyan ferrets.


  * This was a common arrangement. The Sabine farm owned by the poet Horace, for example, was worked by eight slaves and five tenant farmers. On large estates, free laborers were often hired to help with the harvest.


  * The labels were intended to discourage fraud. They indicated the weight of the amphora when empty, the weight of the oil it contained, the place from which the oil originated, the name of the export merchant, and the name of the inspector.


  † Thousands of boats made their way up the Tiber to Rome each year. The maximum size seems to have been about 150 tons—roughly the average capacity of a Mediterranean merchant vessel in the Roman imperial era. The guild of divers, which had an office in Ostia, specialized in salvaging the cargoes of captains who misjudged the river’s depth and ran aground.


  * The flow of oil amphorae continued long after Monte Testaccio was abandoned. During the fourth century, at least ten thousand amphorae were recycled into the concrete vaults of the Circus of Maxentius.


  † In keeping with this theory, Monte Testaccio was sometimes called Mons omnium terrarium—“The mountain of all lands.” At some point, it became customary to haul two carts filled with live pigs to the top of Monte Testaccio during carnival. The carts were then allowed to roll down the slope. When they inevitably crashed, spilling their squealing cargo, a crowd of revelers barbequed the pigs on the spot. More sober crowds ascended the hill on Good Friday, when Monte Testaccio was used to represent Golgotha. Until the beginning of the twentieth century, wine was stored in caves burrowed into the cool masses of ceramic.
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  Were There Bookstores?


  According to the usual estimate, only around one in ten Romans could read. The literacy rate was lowest in rural areas, among slaves, and for nonelite women. Freeborn urban men, however, were reasonably likely to possess at least the basic literacy required to keep records and sign their names.* And the Roman elite—which associated itself with the production and consumption of literature—collected books on a scale unsurpassed before the invention of printing.


  In Rome, public libraries were attached to Augustus’s Temple of Apollo, Vespasian’s Temple of Peace, the Forum of Trajan, and each of the great imperial baths.† The private libraries of the aristocracy were almost equally extensive. The sole example found intact—in the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum—was a room about ten feet to a side, with shelves along the walls and a double-sided case at the center. But even this modest space (almost certainly not the villa’s primary library) contained upward of a thousand scrolls.1


  Until late antiquity, virtually every book with literary pretensions was written on papyrus scrolls. A scroll was roughly the same height as a modern hardcover. The length ranged from ten to fifty feet, the equivalent of around twenty to one hundred pages of printed text. Longer works were divided; each of the 142 books in Livy’s Roman history, for example, originally occupied a single scroll. The text was written as a continuous stream of letters, with no spaces and minimal punctuation. The codex—the book as we know it—appeared early in the imperial era for works of practical reference. Although Roman booksellers experimented with codex editions of Martial’s poems at the end of the first century, it was only over the course of the third and fourth centuries, and thanks in large part to Christian preference, that scrolls were finally eclipsed.2
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  Six carbonized scrolls, found fused together in the Villa of the Papyri, now in the Naples National Library. Author’s photo


  A small book market had existed in classical Athens and a more substantial one in Ptolemaic Alexandria. Rome, however, was the real birthplace of the book trade. The business was still in its infancy during the last days of the Republic, when Cicero relied on his friend Atticus—who had a staff of slaves trained as copyists—to stock his libraries.* But by the early imperial era, Rome had several well-established bookstores. One of these, owned by a man named Atrectus, stood in the high-rent district around Caesar’s Forum; the titles of bestsellers were painted on the pillars that flanked its entrance. Like most of his competitors, Atrectus had likely been a slave copyist or librarian before gaining his freedom and entering the business of selling and publishing books.3


  Most Roman authors—independently wealthy or attached to patrons—had no need to support themselves through their work. For some, publication consisted simply of reciting their works before an audience. Others gave copies to friends, with the understanding that these would be shared.* An extreme example of this strategy was adopted by a wealthy orator who distributed no fewer than a thousand copies of a speech commemorating his son.4


  Authors with a keener interest in financial benefit used booksellers to publish their works. There was no equivalent of copyright or royalties. The bookseller paid a lump sum for the author’s manuscript and kept all profits from sales of the copies he produced. Booksellers seem to have stocked a wide range of texts. One, for example, sold both Quintilian’s weighty treatise on rhetorical education and the lighthearted epigrams of Martial.5


  Some books were packaged for the luxury market. An edition of Martial bordered with expensive purple dye cost five denarii—more than most Romans made in a week. But shops also stocked cheap and reused scrolls, priced at only a few sestertii. By the second century, there were sellers who specialized in antique books. Aulus Gellius records browsing vintage works of fantastic fiction at a bookstall in Brundisium and finding—in a shop at Rome—a history that dated to the beginnings of Latin literature. One of Gellius’s acquaintances discovered an antique manuscript of the Aeneid, supposedly in the hand of Virgil himself, for sale at a street fair.6


  Educated Romans consumed a wide range of literature in both Greek and Latin. Besides the amateur productions of their friends—Pliny the Younger often subjected dinner guests to his own poems—they read or listened to everything from edifying aphorisms to titillating Milesian tales.* Although works by popular authors like Martial sold thousands (and perhaps tens of thousands) of copies, they were eclipsed by the classics of the Augustan era. Of these, the most successful was Virgil’s Aeneid. Like the Iliad in the Greek world† and the Bible in early modern Europe, the Aeneid was the book from which children were taught to read and the one book that any family with a library was sure to own. It was probably the only Roman book that existed, like modern bestsellers, in hundreds of thousands of copies.7


  During late antiquity, bookstores declined in tandem with the old aristocracy. The copying of secular texts slowed and then ceased. The books in Roman libraries, public and private, crumbled on their shelves. Only a small contingent of survivors found their way into monasteries. Of the millions of books that existed in the final days of the Western Roman Empire, we have—leaving aside papyri—physical fragments of only a few hundred, the last vestiges of the ancient book trade.


  Footnotes


  

  * The graffiti of Pompeii are the most famous showcase of nonelite writing in the Roman world. Hundreds of Pompeiians—mostly male, with occupations ranging from architect to weaver—left their marks on every convenient wall. Although the grammar often strays from the Ciceronian standard, several writers quote lines of the Aeneid, presumably remembered from school.


  † Ovid’s poems on the art of love were banned from Rome’s public libraries for being too risqué. Not long after, Tiberius’s praetorian prefect Sejanus presided over the burning of a history that praised the assassins of Caesar. In late antiquity, Emperor Valens instituted a massive purge of magical and astrological texts, on the grounds that the owners of such books were trying to foretell or bring about his death.


  * On one occasion, Atticus sent two of his slaves to affix identifying tags to Cicero’s books and build a set of bookcases.


  * Cicero sometimes corrected works after initially distributing them, which resulted in the circulation of multiple editions.


  * These erotic novels were wildly popular; after the defeat of Crassus at Carrhae, the Parthians found them in the baggage of captured Roman officers.


  † Among Roman papyri from Egypt, fragments of the Iliad (and, to a lesser extent, the Odyssey) far outnumber those of any other literary work. After Homer, the most popular authors were lesser luminaries of the Greek literary canon—Demosthenes, Euripides, and Hesiod.
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  How Was Free Bread Distributed?


  At a time when the average city held only a few thousand inhabitants, Rome had a million. The population of the entire empire at its height may have been seventy million, which likely represented roughly a third of the global total. For centuries, in other words, something like one in seventy Romans, and one in two hundred human beings, lived in the city of Rome.


  Rome was far too large to be fed by its hinterland or even by Italy.* From the Middle Republic to the final years of the Western Roman Empire, produce from every part of the Mediterranean Basin poured into the imperial city: olive oil, wine, fish sauce, and luxuries ranging from Indian pepper to hibernating land snails. By one estimate, annual imports of staple foods alone may have exceeded 400,000 metric tons. Of that figure, around half came in the form of grain.


  The ancient Greeks had divided food into two categories: bread and things eaten with it. For the Romans, likewise, bread was part of virtually every meal. It has been estimated that the average Roman received three-quarters of his calories in the form of bread and consumed something like 450 pounds of grain each year. Ancient doctors noted that Roman children often developed bowed legs—a symptom of rickets, brought on by a diet that consisted of little but bread.1


  [image: chpt_fig_006]


  A distribution of free bread, as shown on a Pompeiian fresco now in the Naples Archaeological Museum. Wikimedia Commons


  Whenever possible, the Romans ate bread made
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