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A QUANTITATIVE APPROACH 
ON LATIN OCCUPATIONAL 
EPIGRAPHY

Abstract: The current article is a catalogue-centered quantitative research 
concerning the occupational inscriptions of the Roman Latin West. The focus 
of the investigation were independent professionals – not linked directly to 
the state administration or the army – who have their profession explicitly 
recorded on a stone monument. The catalogue lists 691 individuals and links 
towards their detailed personal files; while exhaustiveness is a goal hard to 
achieve when covering a vast geographical area, we have tries to collect all 
attestations and are convinced we succeeded in rendering the huge majority 
of professionals epigraphically attested. The analysis is quantitative in nature 
and meant to contextualize the raw data of the catalogue.
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The current work presents some essential results of a long-term research 
on the occupational epigraphy of the Latin-language provinces of 
the Roman Principate. The focus on the Latin provinces is justified 

by the differences and even discrepancies existing between the epigraphic 
habits, as well as the ‘labour culture’ of the Greek and Latin parts of the 
Empire; nonetheless, Moesia Inferior, the utmost eastern province included 
in our research plan, serves as a case-study as well as a possible gateway to 
the future expansion of this scientific endeavour. Methodologically, we have 
worked exclusively on stone epigraphs and we did not include, out of obvious 
reasons of uniformity, state workers, imperial slaves and freedmen, as well as 
military personnel. Working only on the independent professionals offered a 
less biased view on the people who willingly found in profession an identity 
marker worth noting on a stone monument.

The study currently published is focused on the catalogue and 
the quantitative aspects revealed by the inscriptions. The main statistics 
undertaken on the raw information regard the nature of occupation, spacial 
distribution, the attested people and the monuments themselves. The article 
presents the information we extracted from occupational inscriptions in 
a systematic and quantitative manner. In order to make the results self-
obvious, we decided to stick to the facts and the context they provide.

The catalogue, the core of our work, presents all people registered along 
their profession on stone monuments in the Western provinces of the Roman 
Empire; it does not comprise figurative representations, only the linguistic, 
explicit rendering of an occupational title was taken into consideration. Each 
person has a Romans1by11 ID and the corresponding link to the database; 
here, comprehensive data on the people and the monuments, as well as 

1  http://romans1by1.com/. 
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other external links, are available. Besides the name and 
profession, one can find in the catalogue the province of 
provenience, dating and bibliographical reference. Regarding 
the bibliography, the purpose was not indicating all 
references, but the first or main (depending on the situation) 
sources where the inscriptions were published.

 
ENCODING OF THE ATTESTED OCCUPATIONS
The first part of the full-scale quantitative analysis 

focused on the nature of registered professions. A specialized 
encoding and typology of these professions is presented 
below, but firstly, a couple of remarks are in order. 

To encode the professional titles,2 we used and 
adapted the Historical International Standard Classification 
of Occupations (HISCO).3 These codes were later classified 
in HISCLASS,4 HISCAM5 and SOCPO6 – systems that 
connect professions with social status. Although efficient 
for the periods they were intended for, they are completely 
inappropriate for the Roman era. For example, servile status 
is ignored, and the codes cannot be adjusted for the fact that 
high socio-economic classes are basically excluded from any 
professional/occupational category. We did not use any of 
them in the end.7

Online and in print,8 the HISCO has been thoroughly 
documented, so there is no need to go into detail here. 
Basically, it offers a standard codification system for historical 
registered occupations (albeit only from Early Modernity to 
the present). The system is based on the HISCO tree, which 
contains nine major groups of professionals:

0/1 – Professional, technical and related workers;
2 – Administrative and managerial workers;
3 – Clerical and related workers;
4 – Sales workers;
5 – Service workers;
6 – Agricultural, animal husbandry and forestry 

workers, fishermen and hunters;
7–9 – Production and related workers, transport 

equipment operators and labourers.
Each major group contains minor groups, unit groups 

and micro groups as follows: minor groups: 01– physical 
scientists and related workers; 02 – architects, engineers 
and related workers; unit groups: 011 – chemists; 012 – 
physicists; micro groups: 01110 – chemist general; 01120 – 
organic chemist. Every occupational title in the unit group 
files is associated with a description and a link to equivalent 
occupational titles in various languages. Of course, these are 
modern languages, directing the search towards databases 
dealing with occupations and/or demographic databases for 
the eras indicated above. 

2  The encoding has been published previously in a slightly modified form 
as; the table with all the encoded occupational titles is available in VARGA 
2018, 17-20.
3  http://historyofwork.iisg.nl/. Last accessed 05.10.19, 12.25pm. 
4  VAN LEEUWEN/MAAS 2011.
5  LAMBER/ZIJDEMAN/VAN LEEUWEN 2013.of later attestations. hy 
offers no explanation for the abscence linaru History, April-June 2013, 46, 
2ve Research, i
6  VAN DE PUTTE/MILES 2015.
7  For example, in HISCLASS, a professional trader is included in Group 4 
(out of 5), but we have attested negotiatores who were decuriones, thus being 
part of a local elite (assimilated into Group 2 in HISCLASS).
8  VAN LEEUWEN/MAAS/MILES, 2002.

Adapting the system for occupational titles from the 
Roman era was rather painstaking as certain mutatis mutandis 
processes had to take place. We recorded 691 individuals 
associated with their profession. In terms of occupational 
titles, we identified 286 in the first raw phase (which more 
or less corresponds to the number extracted from pre- and 
early-industrial-era church registers, for an area more or less 
coinciding with a Roman province), and we were left with 
225 after a minimum standardization. Why minimum? 
Because even with the risk of getting some technical glitches 
in the database and having to do part of the work manually, 
we preferred to stay true to the source and give more details 
of the occupation rather than opting for a general standard 
format. So, we have negotiator artis alicariae, negotiator 
artis cervesariae, negotiator artis clostrariae, negotiator artis 
cretariae and negotiator artis cretariae et flaturariae etc. We 
have opted to keep them as separate occupational titles in 
the database and unify them by an identical code. 

In terms of occupational titles, the best represented 
major group is number 4 (sales workers). Besides the large 
variety of types of sellers attested, this group also raised a 
serious problem, and we were faced with the necessity of 
adapting the encoding system. In Latin (and the Roman 
world), it is often hard to make a clear-cut distinction (as 
the HISCO does) between a producer and a seller. Thus, for 
example, an ampullarius was highly likely to have not only 
produced flasks but also sold them, just as a sagarus would 
also (at least some of the time) produce the cloaks he sold 
and so on. These kinds of situations occur quite frequently, 
and a decision had to be made regarding the encoding as the 
HISCO does not have any codes for types of producer-sellers, 
let alone for all the multiple sub-specializations attested in 
inscriptions. The options were to adapt the codes and create 
new ones or assign general and/or two codes. We decided on 
the second solution as introducing new codes would make 
the system more opaque for other users. Two codes were, 
therefore, sometimes assigned: 4 3200 + 4 9090, the general 
codes for negotiator plus a specialized producer code. To use 
one of the above examples again, for ampullarius, we have 
code 8 9190 (other glass formers, cutters, grinders and 
finishers) + 4 9090 (other sales workers – as we do not know 
anything about his status as a seller). Into which category 
should we integrate such double-coded occupations for 
statistical purposes – both, none or according to historical 
realities? In some cases, the choice is immediately obvious, 
but in others, it is a matter of personal preference and 
methodological correctness (not historical content). Some 

Graph 1. Precentral distribution of professional groups.
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cases were clear, such as that of 
a nauta negotiator. Mariner and 
tradesman were assigned 9 8135 
+ 4 3200 codes, and occupational 
titles were introduced into Group 
9 and Group 4, respectively; 
this was an easy example as 
we basically had two different 
titles pertaining to two groups, 
but functionally it illustrates 
the same situation as when two 
codes are allocated to a single 
title. In general, we included 
double-coded professions in 
both groups as this seemed 
to be the correct and by-the-
book option when it comes to 
employing statistics. Another 
interesting case from our point 
of view (and that of social history analyses) is venaliciarius 
(slave dealer) in Group 4. The HISCO does not provide 
anything remotely similar even though traders of slaves 
existed in the periods that the encoding system mainly deals 
with. It is hard to imagine that this line of business was a 
regular trade, but we had to assign it the general merchant 
code 4 3200.

Other problems we faced when encoding in the 
HISCO were connected to the inner structure of the system 
itself. Thus, medical specializations did not have separate 
codes, which (in our opinion) would be very useful. For 
example, for medicus ocularius, one of the databases linked 
to the HISCO (TRA preliminary version 1803–1970)9 encodes 
ophthalmologists with 0 7520,10 but the description for this 
code is: Optometrist – Examines eyes and prescribes spectacles 
or treatment not involving the use of medicines, surgery or drugs, 
to conserve or improve vision. We did not opt for this and did 
not consider it appropriate as explicitly writing medicus on a 
monument implies pride in the medical training associated 
with this occupation and (in our opinion) excludes the 
auxiliary status. Equally, the system provides no separate 
codes for itinerant artists (pictores pelegrini are attested). 
Journeymen have a code, but it is difficult to specifically 
track the profile of a professional artist. There are also no 
codes for amateur/private teachers,11 as the encoding for 
teaching staff is completely dependent on the education 
level (primary, secondary, university, etc.). In all these cases, 
adjustments and integration into more general classes of 
codes were necessary. 

In the general economy of research into occupational 
epigraphy, encoding is the first quasi-analytical step 
undertaken – right after the gathering and cataloguing 
of sources. With regard to social markers, it is clear that 
the most diverse and varied types of professionals took 
pride in their work status. Some had highly specialized 
occupations (architecctus, mensor, medicus, etc.); others 
boasted ‘intellectual’ professions (pedagogus, grammaticus, 

9  http://www.inra.fr/. Last accessed 05.10.2019, 15.25pm.
10  http://historyofwork.iisg.nl/detail_hiswi.php?know_id=47007&lang. Last 
accessed 05.10.2019, 16.00pm.
11  Present especially in the Greek world.

adiutor tabularii, etc.); and some definitely had a high 
economic status (nauclerus, trierarchus, etc.). These are the 
types of professions one would certainly expect to find on 
stone monuments. But we found a much larger variety of 
occupations, with the information sometimes coming from 
evidently poor monuments. The complexity and multitude 
of the occupational titles is hard proof of the fact that 
certain people identified with their profession regardless of 
what it was and that sometimes, even if modest, it became 
an important part of a person’s life and being.

SPACE AND TIME
Besides the nature of the attested professions, the 

other two main coordinates are the spatial distribution of 
the monuments and their chronology.

As can be seen, the best represented provinces are 
the Gallic and Germanic ones. While Gallia Narbonensis is 
a province with general high epigraphic representativeness,12 
Germania Superior and Inferior both have a relatively 
modest epigraphy. Gallia Narbonensis is remarkable in terms 
of both quality and quantity, with almost all professions 
represented: merchants, medics, many and various types of 
craftsmen, private administrative personnel, architects and 
artists. On a smaller scale, the situation is replicated by Gallia 
Lugdunensis and Belgica. In the two Germanic provinces, the 
situation is a bit different. In Germania Inferior, 85% of the 
attested professionals were commercial workers, whereas 
Germania Superior is characterized by a slightly greater 
variety of occupations. One interesting feature of the latter is 
a relatively significant number of doctors and other medical 
workers, some – but not all – explicitly associated with the 
army. We must mention here that in our approach of the 
medical profession, we undertook a methodological liberty, 
namely to also consider the military doctors. This decision is 
motivated by the nature of the profession in itself, one can 
assume that at least certain doctors, attested in the areas 
of military camps (had) served the civilian environment 
as well.13 Another province displaying a high degree of 
representativeness is Moesia Inferior, where we owe much to 
12  WOOLF 1998, 82; we are not aware of more recent calculations of this sort.
13  SCARBOROUGH 1969; JACKSON 1993.

Graph 2. Provincial distribution of the monuments
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the province’s Greek cultural background; inscriptions from 
the Greek world are often more descriptive, so mentioning 
one’s profession appears as a more natural and neutral act 
than in the Latin speaking world.

The problem of chronology is more complicated 
and unfortunately does not render relevant results. The 
main difficulty associated with these monuments (private 
undertakings belonging to regular people rather than 
members of the elite, for whom real prosopographical 
reconstructions are often unattainable) is the impossibility 
of dating them with precision. Contextual data can 
sometimes help (archaeological context, connection with 
other inscriptions, onomastics, etc.), but the monuments in 
themselves provide little scope for exact chronology. Thus, 
only about 60 of the inscriptions (less than 10%) can be 
dated with relative accuracy, being placed within an interval 
of 50–80 years. Approximatively 100 other inscriptions can 
be dated to within the span of a century; as for the rest, 
they can be dated to within a century and a half or even two 
hundred years. 

PEOPLE AND MONUMENTS
The focus of this research, borne out by data in the 

Romans1by1 database, is the people; the professionals who 
chose to register their profession – or that of commemorated 
loved ones – on stone inscriptions.

The first analysis focuses on juridical status, as we 
wanted to identify servile workers and establish whether 
there was a preponderant association with certain professions 
or areas of the Empire. Out of 691 persons registered, we 
could only determine the juridical standing of 538 with a 
reasonable degree of scientific certainty. Not surprisingly, 
citizens form the vast majority. In the case of freedmen, we 
cannot identify a pattern. For slaves, we noticed an important 
leverage held by administrative professions (vilicus, actor, 
dispensator, etc.). These data reinforce the higher status that 
household slaves generally held, being, even in relatively 
modest provincial milieus, part of the familia.

Another category we wanted to investigate was 
that of female professionals and we discovered a major 
underrepresentation of women. As can be seen on Graph 
4, very few women recorded their professions on stone. 
Remarkably, 18 list medical professions (medica, obstretix 
or nutrix) and various other administrative functions. The 
province distribution is not relevant as the spread of the 
monuments is uniform, without zonal clusters. Although 
this might be surprising at first glance, it was normal to find 
many women in the medical field, and they were definitely 
more inclined to take pride in their profession than women 

working in trade or crafts along with male family members. 
Equally, they had economic standing and a social position 
which justified immortalization of their profession on stone, 
as it probably was an important part of their public persona 
and private identity alike.

The next analyses centred more on the monuments 
than their dedicators – although the epigraphs always 
offer information, albeit indirect, on the registered people 
too. One interesting feature was the object/subject of the 
dedications, and it seemed relevant to identify whether the 
professionals had listed their professions themselves or 
whether they were listed on monuments dedicated to them. 
This coordinate could not be determined for all inscriptions, 
but we finally identified 291 people as being dedicators and 
394 as being persons to whom monuments were dedicated. 
This result came as something of a surprise as it seemed that 
in most cases the family and heirs were keen to stress on the 
profession of their loved ones. Of course, this probably also 
accorded with the wishes of the deceased.

In terms of dedications, we also had to investigate the 
type of monument. As can be seen below, the vast majority 
of monuments were funerary – to be expected given that Graph 3. Juridical status

Graph 4. Gender distribution

Graph 5. Distribution of the dedications

Graph 6. Types of monument



Studies

Journal of Ancient History and Archaeology      No. 6.4/201982

epitaphs tend to preponderantly provide biographical details 
about the deceased. 

CONCLUSIONS
This investigation was meant to be a systematization 

of the raw data presented by the catalogue. The main 
findings of these quantitative inquiries indicate that 
(from a geographical point of view) there was a stronger 
manifestation area in Gallic and German provinces and 
(from the occupation angle) a certain prevalence of traders. 
Besides the epigraphic representativeness and dimension 
of the sample, this is also an illustrator of epigraphic 
habits, especially in the German case. The predominance of 
funerary monuments was to be expected, and it correlates 
with the slightly higher quantity of inscriptions dedicated 
to professionals (as compared to the ones dedicated by 
themselves). Remarkable highlighted features are the 
extremely low number of women registered, their prevalent 
association with the medical profession, as well as the tie-up 
of the attested slaves with household administrative duties

From this brief overview, one can clearly see that 
cataloguing all the attested occupational inscriptions opens 
new doors and can offer us an overview without which the 
role and place of work in Roman society will never be fully 
grasped. We hope that the here presented catalogue will be 
an useful tool for scholars and the quantitative analyses will 
serve for the contextualization of various aspects of Roman 
provincial social history. 
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