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Augustus and the Introduction of Epigraphic Habit to Pannonia
Josip Parat

Augustus has been recognized as the main promoter of the epigraphic habit within the Roman
society, reshaping already existing practice of setting up inscribed stones into an effective vehicle
of imperial ideology1. Peace, political stability and economic growth introduced by the first
emperor provided the favourable conditions for setting up monumental inscriptions to spread
across a range of socio-economic groups to such an extent that Louis Robert has dubbed the
Greco-Roman world as “une civilisation de l’épigraphie”2.
This paper aims to offer an overview of Augustus’ role in the spread of the culture of putting up
inscribed monuments in the Roman province of Pannonia. The Romans gained control over the
southern part of Pannonia during the military campaigns led by Octavian, later Augustus (35–33
BCE and 12–9 BCE). His troops also expanded Roman rule up to the Danube3. The subsequent
Pannonian-Dalmatian rebellion (also known as War of the Batos; 6–9 CE) was crushed by the
same ruler. The territory of the province stretched over present-day Hungary, Austria, Slovenia,
Croatia, Serbia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Pannonia, at that point probably called Lower
Illyricum, was then organized into communities with self-government rights, the so-called
civitates peregrinae. While the frontier zone was dominated by military presence, the western and
southern parts experienced early municipalization4.
More than 8000 stone monuments have been preserved from Pannonia up to this day5. Similarly
to other Latin-speaking provinces, the pre-Roman Pannonia was unfamiliar with the epigraphic
culture which was introduced by the conquerors. That said, in order to understand the emergence
of the local epigraphic habit, one should try to assess whether the local population was literate

Alföldy 1991, 322–324.
Robert 1961, 454.
3
For the Roman wars in Pannonia, see Mócsy 1974, 31–52; Tóth 1977; Barkóczi 1980, 85–90; Nagy 1991; Domić Kunić 2006;
Šašel Kos 2011.
4
For urbanization see Šašel Kos et al. 2003; Šašel Kos – Scherrer 2004.
5
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enough to read the earliest inscriptions. The spread of the Latin language was obviously
facilitated through early Roman-Pannonian contacts. Due to its vicinity to the Adriatic sea and
the eastern Alps, the western Pannonia developed substantial trade relations with northern Italy
in the late Republican period6. Consequently, the Latin language appears to be introduced to the
region even before Octavian’s campaigns. In his account on the Pannonian-Dalmatian rebellion,
historian and officer Velleius Paterculus, personally involved in this war, wrote that Latin was
known to all the Pannonians7. While such a statement is hardly anything but a vague impression,
we can presume that at least some members of the local elite were fluent in Latin already in the
Augustan period8.
Literary sources allude to the introduction of the epigraphic habit to Pannonia. The GraecoRoman historian Cassius Dio (at the end of the 2nd – the beginning of the 3rd cent. CE) noted that
triumphal arches were erected in Pannonia to honour Augustus and Tiberius upon their victories
over the local tribes9. In the absence of any material evidence to prove Dio’s statement, one
might reasonably assume that the original arches had letters cut as honorific dedication and put
on public display. The similar combination of victory monument and honorific inscription may
be observed in a fragmentarily preserved tropaeum, set up around that time at a military camp
in the neighbouring Dalmatia, which celebrated the same victory of Augustus10. The imperial
administration together with the local elite most probably commissioned both Dalmatian and
Pannonian monuments. The practice of erecting victory monuments and building inscriptions
thus set the stage for competition among the provincial elite, which led to acceptance of the
custom of setting up inscribed funerary stones.

Cf. Strab. 4, 6, 10; 7, 5, 2.
Vell. 2, 110.
8
The earliest epigraphic evidence referring to inhabitants of Pannonia is the famous Res gestae Divi Augusti. A testimony of
emperor’s life and his personal achievements, the text was composed few years after the pacification of Pannonia (9 CE). Within
the catalogue of the territories added to the Empire, the brief note on Pannonia runs as follows: “Pannoniorum gentes, quas ante
me principem populi Romani exercitus nunquam adit, devictas per Ti. Neronem, qui tum erat privignus et legatus meus, imperio populi
Romani subieci, protulique fines Illyrici ad ripam fluminis Danui“(R. Gest. div. Aug. 30; for the critical edition see Cooley 2009).
There has been much debate on territorial extension of Augustus’ conquests, and on whereabouts to which the phrase “ad ripam
fluminis Danuvii” refers (Wilkes 1969, 81; Nagy 1970; Mócsy 1974, 39–40; Tóth 1977; Kovács 2008; Eck 2010; Šašel Kos 2010).
As for the latter, scholars mostly agree that it speaks about the course of the Danube near its confluence with the Sava river, as
the northern part of Pannonia had not yet been subdued. Notwithstanding these controversies, it is instructive that Augustus
referred only to some and not all the Pannonian peoples. It seems most likely that the mentioned Pannonians lived south of the
river Drava. Actively engaged in wars with Romans, they seem to be the first audience to accept Roman epigraphic habit.
9
Cass. Dio 56, 17.
10
For an iconographic and historical analysis of the tropaeum, see Cambi 2011, 131–139.
6
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Along with honorific monuments, the Augustan
Empire witnessed the rise of funerary and votive
dedications. The custom was particularly wellreceived in military contexts. In what follows,
I will be pointing out specific tombstones that
rank among the earliest examples of epigraphic
practice in Pannonia. I have selected three epitaphs
that seem to be representative of the emperor’s
indirect role in introducing the epigraphic habit to
the region. From a methodological point of view, it
is rather difficult to determine the exact number of
inscriptions that go back to the Augustan period.

Fig. 1 Cenotaph of the Amantine boy
Scemaes, Bassianae (CIL 03, 3224)

Stratigraphy, palaeography and typological features combined allow only tentative dating of
tombstones, hence their chronological division remains somewhat rough and hypothetical.
A cenotaph found in the ancient town of Bassianae (mod. Putinci, Serbia), in the vicinity of
Sirmium, stands among the earliest examples of inscribed stones (Fig. 1)11. A long lost, the
inscription commemorated a ten-year old boy Scemaes of the tribe Amantini who was taken
hostage by Romans and got drowned by accident in a river at the town of Emona. His father and
kinsmen sponsored the cenotaph that read12:
[S]cemaes(?) Liccau[i] / f(ilius) Amantinus ho[-]/ses amnorum (!) dec[e]/m gente Undius /
centuria secun/da in flumen per/it Hemona posu/ere Liccaus pate/r Loriqus et Lica/ios
cognati
The mentioned episode occurred during the conquest of the Balkans under Augustus in the
last decades BCE, most probably during the Pannonian war (12–9 BCE). The tribe of Amantini
occupied the area between the Sava and Drava rivers, and had not yet been incorporated
into the Roman Empire before that war. That means that the stone was commissioned in
Augustan period, since an Amantine hostage could be taken only immediately after conquering
11
12

Šašel Kos 2004, 455–458; Šašel Kos 2016, 213–214.
CIL 03, 3224.
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Pannonia in 9 BCE. As is observable, the
deceased was a member of the kinship group
(gens) Undia, in all probability a distinguished
local family. This fits well with the Roman
custom of taking children of tribal leaders
and prominent families as hostages13. The
funerary commemoration attests to the social
mobility among provincial elite.
The earliest preserved stele from Siscia (mod.
Sisak, Croatia) is a fragmentarily preserved
limestone slab of T. Tullius Tertius, that tells us
about the network of business contacts (Fig. 2)14.
Located at the confluence of the Kupa and
Sava rivers, Siscia came into contact with
Roman citizens and traders already in the late
Republican era. The monument displays an
elegantly formed text with a simple pediment
Fig. 2 Stele of T. Tullius Tertius, Siscia, today
Archaeological museum Zagreb (CRO),
Inv. nr. KS-968

containing a rosette. The inscription panel
states as follows15:

T(itus) Tullius T(iti) f(ilius) / Pup(inia) Terg(este)/ Tert(ius), an(norum) LV, /
h(ic) s(itus) e(st)
The gravestone commemorates the Roman citizen Titus Tullius from Tergeste (northern Italy),
who died at fifty-five. The archaeometric research has shown that the monument was carved in
the North Eastern Adriatic region, possibly in workshops of Tergeste or Aquileia, the main trade
centres of the area16. Palaeographic features (e.g. the form of letter P with a semicircle that fails
For example, hostage-taking is documented by the historian Appian of Alexandria (2nd cent.) in his account of Octavian’s
campaigns in Illyricum, with the Japodes, Pannonians and Delmatae forced to give hostages upon surrendering (App. Ill. 21, 59.
23, 67. 28, 81).
14
For the recent publication, see Migotti et al. 2018, 6–7.
15
AE 1935, 162.
16
Migotti et al. 2018, 7.
13

66

Augustus and the Introduction of Epigraphic Habit to Pannonia
to meet the vertical stroke, and the punctuation marks)
speak in favour of the early first century CE date. What
is more, the nomen gentile indicates that the deceased
may be related to the Tullii Crispini, one of the leading
families in first century northern Italy17. Following
Octavian’s military success in the 30s BCE, the already
existing trade and transport between Italy and Pannonia
received a strong impetus. Besides being well-off and
able to contribute to the local trade and economy, the
families such as the Tullii must have taken an active part
in the spread of the Latin language and acceptance of
the Roman epigraphic culture in the age of Augustus and
the Julio-Claudian dynasty. The deceased presumably
belonged to the first generation of foreign traders and
merchants who settled in Siscia before the town became
colonia Flavia. To judge by this epitaph, the emperor’s
policy of expanding trade activities in Pannonia proved
successful.
Another example indicative of Augustus’ impact on
creating effective provincial structures is a funerary
monument from the Roman town of Poetovio (mod.
Ptuj, Slovenia), containing the following text (Fig. 3)18:
M(arcus) Petronius / M(arci) f(ilius) Classi/cus
Marrucinus / (centurio) leg(ionis) VIII Aug(ustae) /
hic est crematus. / Ossa relata domi. / P(ublius)
frater et con/lega posui[t]
Fig. 3 Stele of M. Petronius Classicus
Marrucinus, Pokrajinski muzej Ptuj
(SVN), Inv. nr. RL 825

Mócsy 1959, n. 57/19; Zaccaria 2001, 107. For the nomen Tullius, see OPEL IV, 132–133). For the cognomen Tertius, see OPEL
IV: 114–115.
18
CIL 03, 4060; CIL 03, 10869.
17
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The funerary stele of white marble was commissioned in memory of the deceased centurion,
while his bones were transferred to his hometown19. The epitaph contains typical elements:
the deceased’s name with the designation of his status and origin, the title of the military unit
and rank, the name of the commemorator and their personal relationship. Contrary to most
military epitaphs, neither the age at death nor the length of service is specified. Nevertheless, it
is known that Augustus left three legions in Pannonia to reinforce order, among them the Legio
VIII Augusta, which appears to have arrived at Poetovio in the course of the War of the Batos
in 6 CE, and remained there for approximately four decades20. In other words, the tombstone
has to be dated to the first half of the first century, which makes it one of the earliest surviving
military inscriptions from Pannonia. The Marrucini were a rather small Italian community that
lived around the ancient Teate (mod. Chieti), on the Adriatic coast of central Italy. It seems clear
that the commemorator wished to advertise the deceased’s service to Augustus or his heirs in
Pannonia, even though his remains were buried outside the province.
Overall, it may be said that surviving Pannonian inscriptions relate indirectly to the emperor’s role
in the introduction of epigraphic habit. Although hinted at in the historiographical narrative of
Cassius Dio, Pannonian inscriptions in Latin are not attested prior to the later years of Augustus’
principate, despite the fact that Roman citizens have already been stationed in the region. They
only appear after Augustus’s pacification of Pannonia in 9 CE, commemorating local elite, soldiers
and citizens from northern Italy, settled in Pannonia for business purposes. The custom gained
popularity across the Empire precisely during the time of Augustus, and it spread from northern
Italy across Pannonia even before its municipalization. It is therefore fairly safe to suggest that
social reorganization supervised by Augustus had inspired the local population to set up inscribed
monuments to record their achievements and perpetuate the memory of themselves.
Josip Parat
Croatian Institute of History
Department for the History of Slavonia,
Syrmia and Baranya
josip.parat@gmail.com
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For the recent publication, see Šašel Kos 2016, 214–215.
For Poetovio as a legionary fortress, see Šašel Kos 2014, 140–142.
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