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AUTHOR’S NOTE



All history challenges the historian. What is said about the past always has implications for the present and frequently involves speaking for people who are long dead and have no ability to correct later narratives. Writing a history of enslaved literate workers and the ways in which they shaped the Bible and early Christian history, however, is an especially difficult task. The archives of history only preserve fragmentary glimpses of the lives of enslaved people who lived in the ancient Roman world. Often, what evidence we have is channeled through the perspectives of enslavers who claimed to speak for those they enslaved. Are the perspectives and experiences of enslaved workers there to be found, or have they been thoroughly overwritten by those who hold power? Any historian venturing into this terrain must remain vigilant: the enslaved contributions and interventions that we seek might, after all, have required the kind of agency that the conditions of enslavement made impossible.


Reconstructing the experiences of enslaved people, as recent scholarship on Atlantic slavery has revealed, requires both that historians use different tools and methods and that they adjust their expectations. This process involves reading into the gaps, engaging in what historian of Atlantic slavery Saidiya Hartman calls critical fabulation: a form of history-telling that is imaginative, and not untrue. The evidence is fragmented but is itself evidence.1


This method of history-telling involves imagination, refocus, and redress. The word imagination will undoubtedly give some readers pause, but it should not. All ancient history involves imagination: even for famous emperors, politicians, and philosophers, the evidence is scant and hyperbolic. We sift through the tissue of archaeological and literary material and piece together portraits that stem from ourselves as much as our evidence. More than one scholar, for example, has pictured the evangelists perched at their desks, working away at their tomes in libraries or studies, books lying open to either side of them as they scratch profound thoughts onto papyrus. This image underpins numerous scholarly hypotheses about how biblical texts relate to one another, but it has a fatal flaw: ancient writers do not seem to have used desks. We have imagined them and projected our furniture and writing habits into antiquity. All reconstructions of the ancient writing process are necessarily imaginative, and everyone who writes about the past should worry that they are writing about themselves.2


Many might wonder, quite rightly, if my imagination and the experiences that shaped it are well suited to this task. Am I—as a white Englishwoman living a life of privilege in the twenty-first-century United States—capable of the kinds of spectral listening without which there is no historical justice? To be sure, I do not know this world and I cannot imagine it. In my endeavors, therefore, I have drawn upon the words of others. I am grateful for the work of other writers, record-keepers, and scholars whose testimonies and studies of enslavement in other periods have been generative for my own research. I also draw upon the work of cognitive scientists and sociologists whose studies of intellection and labor help support some of the readings supplied here. It is impossible for me to credit every source in a book of this length and character, but this is a book about credit. Thus, I have created a website where additional sources, and references to secondary literature, can be found, and where the ancient basis for my more imaginative statements is documented in a fuller way than the constraints of this book allow. I am not a novelist; I would like my readers to be able to check my impulses.3


In using the experiences of others from different periods in time, any historian runs the risk of turning from ventriloquist to puppeteer. But if I do not try to turn the invisible contributors pictured as writing implements and hands in our sources back into people then these individuals and their legacy will inevitably remain abstract. I did not need to give names to the anonymous characters described in some chapters; I could have discussed the importance of certain principles in the abstract. But if I had done that, I would have obscured the power dynamics that turned the cogs of ancient society and the real people who felt their pressure. Abstractions can be useful, but they are also shorn of humanity.4


In thinking about how enslaved writers might have influenced and affected the contents of our Bibles, I will often—but not always—be thinking about these texts in light of enslaved experience. This should not lead us to conclude, however, either that the contributions of these collaborators were limited to the subject of slavery, or that every statement about enslavement stemmed from the enslaved writer. Nor should we assume that enslaved people are interested exclusively in slavery, or that when they are interested, their goal is always to dismantle the structures of oppression. Resistance is exhausting and dangerous. We should assume that the horrifying predicament of enslavement coerced people into replicating the structures of domination. Like everyone else, enslaved workers in the Roman world were multifaceted, complex human beings whose interests and experiences varied widely. They could speak about more than one thing. The task, then, is to look more broadly for what American historian Vincent Brown calls a politics of survival, interventions that transcended the question of resistance and pursued “a politics of belonging, mourning, accounting, and regeneration” for other enslaved people.5


Finally, some brief notes about language and its ideological underpinnings. Ancient Romans referred to people as “slaves” and “masters.” It is a practice that many historians (including, in the past, myself) have thoughtlessly reproduced. As literary historian P. Gabrielle Foreman has noted, this language makes the conditions of slavery appear normal and natural, as if a person is, at their core, either “slavish” or “masterful.” That framework is, of course, wrong, and so this book will use the language of enslaved person and enslaver. Though some have protested that this terminology is inelegant, such considerations should not outweigh ethics or simple facts. There are instances, however, when I will quote ancient sources that use this language, and I will replicate it to highlight its despotic character and goals. These are not endorsements of this perspective, but rather a way to emphasize the power of language in our lives. It is in learning language that we learn to communicate, to control, and to empathize.6


This kind of linguistic accommodation—as well as the many places in the book where I condemn ancient slavery—might be seen by some as symptomatic of the grave historical error known as “normative presentism.” That is, some might argue that I am anachronistically projecting contemporary ethical norms (i.e., that enslaving other human beings is deplorable) onto the past rather than treating this ancient phenomenon on its own terms.


To such critics, I simply say this: While I agree in principle that the task of the historian is to analyze antiquity using terms and categories that ancient people themselves would have recognized, I am neither convinced that presentism is entirely avoidable, nor interested in perpetuating harm. Human trafficking continues to take place in our own day, contemporary societies still wrestle with the devastating effects of colonialization and the transatlantic slave trade, and a rising tide of white supremacists define themselves through appeals both to Roman history and the Bible. If, in making such statements, I break this rule, I am content. My goal is not to judge those who lived in the past, but rather to acknowledge that disinterested history is sometimes also morally negligent.7


As is often noted in books on the origins of Christianity, the first followers of Jesus were not Christians, but Jews. Followers of Jesus do not seem to have been called Christians until the end of the first century. Calling enslaved workers Christians is thus problematic for multiple reasons: it is difficult to know to what extent they had choices about their religious identity and, if they had, it is difficult to know if they would have identified as Christians.


Finally, when enslaved workers were freed in antiquity, they acquired a new status: that of a freedperson. The position of formerly enslaved people was precarious and often meant that they continued to be subject to violence and coercion. The blurry status of freedmen means that throughout this book I will sometimes use the language of servility to refer to work performed by enslaved and formerly enslaved people alike.


Blurriness is difficult to tolerate in history books, so I ask for the reader’s generosity. I hope that others will take up whatever elements of this prove useful and discard those that are unhelpful. My work is neither the beginning of the conversation nor the period at the end of the sentence; rather, it is an ellipsis in between.













INTRODUCTION



Sometime in the middle of the first century CE, following a decade of missionary activity in Turkey and Greece, the apostle Paul set his sights on Rome, the beating heart of Roman imperial power. Though he was filled with certainty about the divine origins of his vocation, Paul had not had an easy time of things. He had faced opposition from other leaders of the fledgling Jesus movement, calculatedly brutal punishments meted out by irate local authorities, a period of imprisonment, and sleepless nights, but there was something about this particular ambition that made Paul nervous. In Roman society, he would possess none of the credentials or personal connections that had greased his path in Corinth: he had never even been to Rome, or mingled with people whose power oozed from their expensively scented pores. The prospect of making it in the dazzling chaos of the Empire’s capital was intimidating. The competition would be intense; other well-spoken, better-credentialed teachers and philosophers were already jostling for airtime and patronage: he would not have been the first philosophical teacher to fail to leave his mark on the Eternal City.1


It was therefore with considerable trepidation that he approached this new task of evangelizing in Rome. He could not, as he had so many times before, just show up, set up shop as a leatherworker near the public market, and start spreading his message to passersby and business contacts. There were already Jesus followers in Rome who were, presumably, quite content with their lives already. Paul was only known to them by reputation and, thus, the situation necessitated finesse.


His strategy was to begin with a letter, a carefully considered epistolary magnum opus that would introduce both Paul the man and Paul the theologian to the Roman congregations in advance of his visit. He was, to put it in the terms of ancient lawyers, “fishing for good will”; he was unacquainted with the Christ followers in Rome and so he needed to marshal every ounce of rhetorical skill to win them over. In pursuit of this goal, Paul addressed them warmly—as he did other communities—as “brothers and sisters,” leveraged every social connection available to him, and took his time with the writing. The details of his argument were carefully worked out at length. He had to forestall every possible misunderstanding and objection.2
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A nineteenth-century imagining of Paul dictating the Letter to the Romans to Tertius








It was worth the effort. His Letter to the Romans is widely regarded as the most theologically sophisticated and influential book in the New Testament. There’s no questioning its importance, and (unlike many books of the New Testament) no scholar has ever doubted that Paul himself wrote it. Yet this last point is remarkable precisely because it is so demonstrably imprecise. Paul did not write this letter—or, at the very least, he did not write it alone. Tucked into the conclusion of the letter is a simple but striking interruption: “I, Tertius, the writer of this letter, greet you in the Lord” (Rom. 16:22).


Who was Tertius? Almost every artistic depiction of Paul—from the carefully laid ancient mosaics of Ravenna to the color-saturated portraits of the Renaissance—shows Paul working alone, quill in hand, engrossed in the act of writing. In some images, he looks heavenward as if asking for or receiving divine inspiration. Paul rarely turns to another person. Yet here, in the letter itself, we find the name of another writer.


The most minimalist opinion on the subject is that Tertius was Paul’s secretary (in Latin amanuensis). As Paul fervently paced the room, pausing to find just the right word or phrase to convey his ideas, Tertius sat dutifully recording every syllable. He was, in other words, one of the tens of thousands of erudite enslaved people who acted as stenographers, transcribed ideas, and edited the documentary output of the Roman world. With only a few exceptions, when tradition and scholarship identify Tertius they call him a “scribe,” “professional,” or “associate.” Language like this creates the impression Tertius was an educated volunteer or friend, someone who willingly lent his skills to his spiritual mentor. It ignores the fact that the people who worked as ancient secretaries were not part of an ambitious and educated middle class: they were usually people whose freedom had been stolen. With a single name like Tertius, which simply means Third, the man who committed the Letter to the Romans to papyrus was almost certainly enslaved.3


While he’s one of the few enslaved Jesus followers whose name is preserved in the New Testament, Tertius’s is not the only set of enslaved hands to have played a formative role in the making of Christian scripture. For the past two thousand years, Christian tradition, scholarship, and pop culture have credited the authorship of the New Testament to a select group of men: Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, James, Peter, and Paul. But the truth is that the individuals behind these names, who were rewarded with sainthood for their work, did not write alone. In some meaningful ways, they did not write at all.


Hidden behind these names of sainted individuals are enslaved coauthors and collaborators, almost all of whom go uncredited. They are, you might say, the literate skills behind the haloed household names. The fact that they are not well-known today is no accident: in the ancient world, enslaved literary workers’ legal status entailed and ensured invisibility. They were, according to the logic of slavery, extensions of the more powerful followers of Jesus or of those from whom they were rented or borrowed. And as such, their ideas and their labor belonged to their enslavers.


These enslaved collaborators may have been baptized Christ followers themselves, though we have no way to know whether that was by choice. According to the Acts of the Apostles, whole households were converted by the apostles at once. Those households would have included enslaved people, whose beliefs and feelings are not even considered, much less noted. If the male authority figure of a family (the paterfamilias) converted to Christianity, then the whole household, which included enslaved workers, would also have been baptized. As people enslaved by devout Christians, their conversion and baptism were very literally assumed.


Choice, like consent, is problematic when applied to enslaved people, who lacked bodily autonomy or the ability to refuse their enslavers anything, whether it was to run an errand, to grant a request for sexual services, or to participate in religious practices. We do not know whether enslaved people were always or ever willing participants in baptism rituals, and we do not have access to their interior lives, but we do know they were viewed as Christians and attended religious gatherings and participated in Christian rituals. Even so, and despite the egalitarian message in Paul’s writings, the language of “brothers and sisters in the Lord” so poignantly used by Paul and Tertius did not have staying power. Enslaved Christians were still enslaved. When followers of Jesus filed out of the homes or workshops where they met to read scripture, break bread, and sing hymns to Christ, they picked up their hierarchical roles at the door—if indeed they ever put them down.4
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For some readers, it may be tempting to remove Tertius and his kind from contention for authorship altogether, and to dismiss them as mere conduits for the words of others. But if we look closely at the work of enslaved literati in the Roman world, we will see them for what they were: coauthors, meaning-makers, missionaries, and apostles in their own right.


Indeed, low-status literary workers made an enormous but unheralded contribution to the writing and formation of the New Testament and the spread of early Christianity. They wrote, carried, read, and interpreted sacred texts for the early church. It was enslaved or formerly enslaved hands that moved rapidly over the page, consigning the words of Paul and the stories of Jesus to papyrus. It was trusted unfree couriers who undertook lengthy journeys to foreign cities, spreading the gospel abroad to sometimes inhospitable audiences, and facilitated connections between the budding congregations of believers. It was the editorial eyes and cramping hands of secretaries and copyists that laboriously reproduced and corrected successive generations of Christian books. And it was servile readers, trained to read texts aloud, whose animated gestures and intonation brought the stories to life in Christian gatherings where most people were illiterate. Christian proclamation was not just the work and accomplishment of a dozen hand-picked freeborn disciples, but owes as much to the enslaved, often invisible workers whose names have been erased and whose status has been obscured.


Historians frequently state that Rome’s reliance upon the enslaved laborers acquired through military expansion propelled its economy and society forward. This bitterest of observations should be accompanied by the acknowledgment that rather than receiving credit, enslaved workers (and often the fact of their enslaved status) have been obscured. Though their work has been erased and mischaracterized, enslaved people are as central to the history of ideas as they are to the history of labor. Any accountable Christian history involves telling a story in which our understanding of the origins of ideas, texts, doctrines, and traditions is interwoven with the stories of the enslaved workers who participated in these projects. Unfree workers should not be relegated to the footnotes of intellectual or religious history; they deserve a place alongside the apostles, emperors, and bishops who helped make the Roman Empire Christian.


Understanding the role that enslaved collaborators played in the making of the Bible is especially important in this moment, when a similar reckoning has focused on the document itself. The Bible, as many scholars and activists have shown, encodes and reproduces the violent and bloody tyranny of slavery, and has generated a pro-slavery legacy that has irrevocably shaped human history for the worse. While people might cite specific passages—Jesus’ outreach to women and the socially marginalized, or Paul’s statement that there is “neither slave nor free” in Christ—as signs that the Jesus movement was more egalitarian than peer organizations, these hopeful moments are insufficient. They are surrounded and suffocated by parables featuring the casual murder of enslaved messengers, and by instructions to enslaved people to accept mistreatment at the hands of the powerful. The Bible speaks across time, but it has not aged well.5


Moreover, even though Roman enslavement was not grounded in the racist theories of biological difference that were developed in the colonial period and propelled Atlantic slavery, it spawned and nurtured later theories of enslavement that were. The pain of that history is felt to this day in structures of power, in cultural gatekeeping, and in the lives of those who continue to be marginalized, discriminated against, threatened, and killed. In another bitter irony, enslaved workers were intimately involved in composing, writing, interpreting, and spreading a message that bolstered the power and prestige of their enslavers.


This is not to cast blame, of course—or to suggest that all the enslaved people who contributed to this grim history did so straightforwardly. Enslaved scribes had subtle ways to subvert the despotic dynamics of texts that they worked on, and to craft their own networks of belonging. That does not change the fact that the most eloquent statements that attempted to dehumanize enslaved people might equally have been devised by enslaved editors and writers; it merely complicates it.


Gathering and creatively assembling the fragmented evidence for enslaved Christian writers, interpreters, missionaries, and leaders means wrestling with a hard and bloody truth: in order to understand the New Testament, we must grapple with the horrors that shaped the lives of enslaved people, and must look at the violence, pain, and oppression they experienced. That process, however disquieting, is illuminating, revelatory, and, more than anything, overdue.


Enslavement is one of the central framing devices for the relationship between human beings and God in the New Testament. For some readers, the use of that language is unbearable; it rips through their very core, evoking ancestral and presentday trauma. It is, as Jamaica Kincaid puts it, an “open wound” that tears anew with every breath. For others, it is remote metaphorical garb that can be congenially embraced, only because it is a temporary costume that can be discarded. For everyone, however, the experiences of these anonymous people must be centered, because without them the New Testament is unreadable, unknowable, unwritten, and unshared. No honest history can ignore them.6


It is not just enslaved work that made the Bible possible: it is enslaved personhood that gave it meaning and brought it to life. Though stories were shared by Jesus’ followers in marketplaces, dining rooms, crossroads, and porticoes, it was the writing of letters and Gospels that allowed the Jesus story to move and grow. At every step in this process—from the inscription of texts, to their movement to other parts of the Mediterranean and beyond, to their copying, and their performance and interpretation in Christian gatherings—enslaved people were present, playing a variety of essential roles, in the rise of Christianity. In so doing, they have shaped the world we occupy today. It is time that they move from the margins of the page to its center.













PART I
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INVISIBLE HANDS

















CHAPTER ONE



ESSENTIAL WORKERS


Children can be cruel, they say. It might be more accurate, however, to say not just that they can be cruel, but that they have a special talent for it. A lack of restraint is only a part of the story; they have an instinct for identifying weakness and a knack for targeting the soft spots in the still-developing egos of their peers. In this, ancient children were no different than modern ones; they could sniff out the faintest odor of insecurity. It is perhaps because of this talent that, sometime in the second century, a Christian schoolboy from Rome named Alexamenos found himself the object of playground taunts.


Alexamenos received his education on the upper floor of a modest two-story building which was tucked among the imposing imperial architecture that crowds the southwest slope of Rome’s Palatine Hill. The Palatine was an exclusive neighborhood in the heart of the city, but even emperors needed space for service workers. The building began as part of the palace of the hedonistic emperor Caligula but, after his death, lived several other lives as a kind of flex space that catered to injured athletes, served as a meeting place for administrative officials, and may even have functioned as a prison. At some point in the second century, the upper story became a school. It was here that Alexamenos spent his mornings learning basic numeracy, reading, and writing.


For whatever reason, and we should not assume that it was his religious commitments, Alexamenos struggled to make friends. One classmate, a budding satirist, used his newly acquired writing skills to scratch an ugly graffito on the classroom wall. An image of a tunic-clad youth gazing up at a crucified figure—a donkey-headed man—is accompanied by the inscription “Alexamenos worships [his] god.” The graffiti artist was no great talent, but he got his point across, nonetheless. The figure on the cross is almost certainly Jesus as, by the second century, non-Christians had taken to describing Jesus as asinine. Donkeys had a bad reputation in antiquity: they were seen as stubborn, lazy, and gluttonous. Give a donkey free rein and it will flop itself down in a corner, gorging itself on any food available. They were mistreated, reviled, and often associated with enslaved workers, with whom they traded chores. It was the kind of comic association that, once it latches on, can never quite be shaken off. For pagans, depicting Jesus as a donkey became a derisive visual shorthand for the absurdity and servility of Christianity, its members, and its founder.1
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Line rendering of Alexamenos Graffito. Alexamenos (left) looks at the donkey-headed man on the cross.








Alexamenos, the caricaturist, and his classmates were not freeborn schoolchildren; they were enslaved members of the imperial family. Family might seem a strange kind of word to use for coerced individuals, but the family (familia) was the social building block of the Roman Empire. The imperial family (or household) incorporated enslaved people and freedmen who were unlikely to have biological ties to the emperor (even if this was a possibility). The room where the students were shaped into copyists, bookkeepers, and secretaries was in truth more a workshop than a school. But like any place of learning, it gave its students brief moments to discuss athletics, create their own sharp hierarchies of status and popularity, and make cruel jokes as only children can.


The genius of the schoolroom bully was not his selection of the image, nor even its placement among the autobiographical graffiti celebrating the graduation of students from the school, but rather the cruelty of its application. Crucifixion was a punishment that, in the Roman world, was reserved for those forced onto the lowest rungs of society: the bandits killed alongside Jesus, for instance, would not have been executed (and might not have been forced to steal at all) if they had not been pushed to the fringes of society and brink of starvation. But crucifixion was especially, and perhaps originally, associated with enslaved people. Thus, for Alexamenos—as for all enslaved workers in Rome—the cross was both a symbol and a concrete possibility.


For Alexamenos and the children of the Palatine schoolroom this possibility was oppressively close. The images of crucifixion that decorated the bowls, lamps, and flasks they shuttled about the houses of their enslavers served as pointed reminders of their precarious position. Shadowlike, the threat of violence followed them throughout the day, only partly receding in the quiet darkness when everyone was asleep.


Though the fact of Jesus’ crucifixion may have attracted enslaved people to the story, the first Christians did not reproduce the cross in their artwork. The paradoxical power of Jesus’ death and resurrection couldn’t quite eclipse the ghoulishness of its form. It was in bad taste. Eventually Christians would subvert its meaning, but at this moment in the early second century, only non-Christians embraced the aesthetic. And so it happened that an enslaved pagan gave us one of history’s first images of the crucifixion: an irreverent, shaky-handed caricature of a donkey-headed god.
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The graffito in that Roman schoolroom is our only glimpse into Alexamenos’s life. We know that this young, enslaved Christian was learning to read and write. That he has a Greek name and is shown in a tunic could gesture to his age and enslaved status, or it might suggest that he was a foreigner brought to Rome from elsewhere in the empire. Though some Roman elites were suspicious of highly educated foreign-born workers, he would not have been the only one in his cohort; another student at the school, Marianus, identified himself as an African in an inscription. If Alexamenos was an outsider, then his appearance may have drawn negative attention from his classmates. If a relative of his had been one of the almost 100,000 Judeans enslaved after the fall of Jerusalem (70 CE) or among the anonymous number sold for a day’s rations after the Bar Kokhba revolt (132–136 CE), then his circumcision might have made him the object of ridicule. Some enslaved Jews attempted to conceal their heritage by wearing prosthetic foreskins in public bath houses: in the past, as in the present, small differences drew unwanted attention.2


If Alexamenos—or far likelier, a parent—had been brought to Rome, then they almost certainly would have been trafficked through one of the “slave markets” that operated in the long shadows of the Temple of Castor or the Pantheon. Here captives were caught in an invasive tug-of-war between prospective owners and traders. Traffickers were known to be deceitful; one first-century manual cautioned readers to be on their guard against vendors who depilated the hair of older boys to make them appear younger, reddened pale cheeks, and concealed marks of disease. The buyer responded in kind with a battery of intrusive tests. The subject was stripped naked and publicly inspected: eyes were poked, limbs raised and lowered, orifices probed and fumigated, breasts and abdomens palpated.3


It is often said that Roman slavery was not about race. This is in part because race as we think about it today did not exist in antiquity; it is a construct that was primarily and strategically developed in the postcolonial period. Aesthetics and skin tone were invoked differently in antiquity than they have been in the more recent iterations of this deplorable institution, but this does not mean that race should be dismissed from the conversation about enslavement. Slavery was about otherness. Genetics, and thus physical appearance, are local, and as Rome ruthlessly harvested enslaved workers as spoils of far-flung wars, enslavement might incidentally take on phenotypical contours. The million or so Celts who washed through the slave system in the wake of Julius Caesar’s conquest of Gaul (corresponding roughly to the contours of modern-day France) around the turn of the era were known for their visually distinctive red wavy locks. Similar influxes of forced migrants after the fall of Jerusalem and the defeat of Dacia (106 CE) brought more ethnically identifiable captives into the city.4


Greek and Roman literature does not use language that directly maps onto our definitions of “race”; rather, it obsesses over stereotypes about “peoples,” “nations,” and “ethnicities.” These ancient constructs of ethnic identity focus on language, religious customs, diet, dress, kinship, homeland, burial traditions, and sometimes blood. The author of the pseudo-Hippocratic treatise Airs, Waters, Places, in what is considered an early expression of environmental racism, explicitly linked the “Asiatic” tendency toward cowardice and “slavish” monarchy to the perceived homogeneity of the gentle climate. “Greekness” was sometimes located in elite education (paideia), and the Romans were distilled into a sartorial scrap as the “toga-wearing people.” The purported “slavishness” of Jews, an idea that circulated among the upper echelons of Roman society from the first century BCE, had a quasi-religious basis. Unfounded claims that they worshipped a donkey in their sanctuary and were “born to be slaves” spread among elites who used xenophobic cultural slander to naturalize their own good fortune.5


These constructs of “Greek,” “Roman,” “Barbarian,” and “Jew” were not immutable facts, but were constantly reconfigured by the shifting plates of historical events. In the first century BCE, for example, the Romans enfranchised the entire Italian peninsula so that all its residents were now Roman citizens; in 212 CE, the emperor Caracalla extended the privilege to almost all freeborn residents of the Empire. So too ethnicity could be cemented by taxation: after 70, a tax on Jews—who were identified exclusively by circumcision—redirected former temple taxes to the rebuilding of the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus in Rome. Diaspora Jews, who might never have visited Judea themselves, were inextricably linked both to a land they had never seen and the newly enslaved population of Jerusalem and its environs.6


The fact that ethnicity was in flux and did not depend upon precisely the same shaky biological theories about race that undergirded the Atlantic slave trade does not make it irrelevant to the broader history of enslavement. Ancient notions of ethnicity are very different from modern ones, but they are intimately connected. Later generations of Christians would capitalize on ancient color symbolism in their own periods, and caricatures of Africans in Roman sculpture fed into and served as prototypes for later artwork that we now correctly and baldly reject as racist.7


It’s possible, then, that Alexamenos was doubly marked both as enslaved and as belonging to a specific ethnos or people. If so, being a foreigner with strange religious interests would only have amplified his liminal status in the classroom. More probable, however, was that Alexamenos was what Romans called a verna, or home-born slave. Chilling theories of “slave management” espoused the advantages of home-born workers to their enslavers. The home-born could, like all children, be shaped and controlled from infancy and used as a hostage to ensure the loyalty of their biological parents. If Alexamenos knew his mother and father, his relationship with them was at least partly disrupted by their lack of legal parental rights. The threat of familial separation was ever present. Nevertheless, and particularly as city dwellers and members of the large imperial household (familia Caesaris), it’s possible that they had a bond that lived in glances, small gestures of support and protection, and brief moments of intimacy.8


Many enslaved children never had the opportunity to form even fragile bonds with their parents. Though children could work from young ages, those freeborn people who lived on the fringes of the Roman starvation economy and on the edge of ruin could not always afford to support additional offspring. Sometimes the only option was to abandon their children at locations—usually trash heaps—where someone might claim them. One turn-of-the-era teacher, C. Melissus, was raised in slavery after being abandoned as a child by his parents. Their parentage was often unknown, but these abandoned infants (expositi) were a significant part of the supply of enslaved workers. An early Christian writer, the author of the Shepherd of Hermas, from the late first or early second century, similarly identifies himself as such a foundling. Though piracy, kidnapping, and debt bondage also funneled people into enslavement, these are unlikely origins for our Alexamenos. Enslavers were pragmatists and usually only paid to educate those that they could control from infancy.9


Enslaved children could become accomplished copyists and even accountants at a prodigiously young age. By prepubescence, once basic literacy and numerical skills were acquired, they might move on to apprenticeships to learn specialized skills like accounting or shorthand. A mid-second-century funerary inscription from the Roman port of Ostia attests to the skills of Melior, a thirteen-year-old boy who served as a bookkeeper for a prominent local administrator. That so many deceased children, both boys and girls, were buried with writing tools—pens, inkwells, and numerical counters for performing calculation—suggests that Melior was exceptional but not unique.10
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Second-century gristmill inscription from the Palatine Hill in Rome








When Alexamenos’s classmates graduated from school on the Palatine, many of them could look forward to similar careers in accountancy, taking dictation, copying bureaucratic documents, and so on, where more technical skills would be acquired on the job. The graffiti they left behind brimmed with hope as well as humor. One poignant example accompanies an image of a donkey turning a heavy millstone to grind grain. In the inscription, the author implies that his work in the schoolroom has liberated him from the backbreaking work that so easily could have been his lot in life. The image of the donkey, like the cross, served many purposes in the ancient world.11
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In scholarship on slavery, literate workers like Alexamenos are often said to have been better off than their contemporaries in the fields. Not only were their living conditions preferable, but the costs of rearing and educating a child made literate workers more valuable and thus, the economic argument goes, less likely to be mistreated. There’s some legal evidence to support this view, and certainly the child who made the Palatine mill inscription had absorbed its logic. At the same time, and because no despot was the cool-headed rational agent that economists imagine them to be, it would be overoptimistic to think that any enslaved worker was protected by their skills.


When Alexamenos left the schoolroom, he would have hurried home; not to rest, but to change hats. (Only proverbially, though, because the senate had ruled against enslaved uniforms years before. If enslaved workers knew their numbers, the argument went, they would rebel against their masters.) In a wealthy household, he may have spent his evenings working at table as a cupbearer, helping guests out of their sandals, and propping them up with a bucket in hand if they drank too much. If he were deemed beautiful, as some of his classmates were, he may have been a delicatus, an “exquisite” boy who was a sexual plaything for a predatory male householder. In this case we should picture him as expensively dressed and sporting long coiffured hair. We might hope, for his sake, that he was not; being in any way remarkable came with considerable risk. Beauty, intelligence, and competence attracted attention, and with it came the dark impulses that in other contexts would have been called vices: lust, envy, and anger. The delicati were not only sexually abused, they were occasionally forcibly castrated to preserve their youth and looks. Out of desperation, some enslaved workers used their meager peculium—an ephemeral “salary” that could evaporate at any time—to purchase ointments that promised to hasten puberty. They didn’t work.12


Even if he was not navigating the drunk predators of the dining room, Alexamenos still would have been put to work. If you give workers too much time to rest and converse, enslavers worried, then their thoughts might take a revolutionary turn. And so labor never stopped. The various titles that we find etched in ancient inscriptions—chef, cupholder, groom, or secretary—didn’t limit a person’s workday so much as they serve as evidence of an elite Roman obsession with labels and categorization. By the age of seven, all enslaved children were in service: as personal attendants who teased hair into the latest styles, brushed decaying teeth, or swatted flies; domestic help who fetched and carried water; and surrogate siblings who babysat. In a pinch, an otherwise unoccupied clerk-in-training could always get to work cleaning or folding clothes. Though nighttime and darkness offered some relief, rest was never guaranteed. There was no salutary horn to end the workday or demarcate leisure time. The emperor Augustus, who suffered from occasional bouts of insomnia, was known to call enslaved workers to read to him when he could not sleep. Enslaved people were forced to be hypervigilant: at any moment, day or night, they were primed to spring into action.13


Though the physical labor was lighter in the home than in the fields or bakeries, even educated delicati had to reckon with omnipresent violence. Beatings were unremarkable, but sometimes escalated into worse forms of violence and acts of exceptional cruelty. The emperor Hadrian, for instance, once stabbed an enslaved person—likely a secretary—in the eye with a stylus. Some joked about how “crippled slaves” turned to teaching because they were useless for anything else; stories such as Hadrian’s reveal the hazards of living in proximity to the unrestrained power of the enslaver.14


Beyond the intemperate outbursts of enslavers, many other occupational hazards accompanied literary work. Most ancient writing took place on the ground or on benches. The scribe sat with their writing materials balanced on their left knee while they hunched, lopsidedly, over their work. The position was ergonomically disastrous. Back pain, neck aches, tendonitis, arthritis, and relentless discomfort would have been common, forming an aching baseline for the waking moments of any enslaved scribe or student. Writing during the mornings would protect the eyes, but enslaved workers did not make their own schedules and were called upon to read and write by scant lamplight. In the fourth century, a friend of the rhetorician Libanius remarked that Libanius’s enslaved scribe was pale from long hours of writing. Upon completing a copy of Lucan’s Pharsalia in the fourteenth century, Martin of Trieste, the copyist, jested, “I can’t feel my hand, my head’s in a whirl / I’d swap for my pen a beautiful girl.” We can imagine that literate workers in the Roman world often felt the same way.15


Reading could be arduous too—not least because, in the ancient world, possessing this skill often required enslaved people to read aloud frequently for others. In a letter intended to show his kindness and benevolence, Pliny the Younger (61–113 CE) recounts how, after traveling in oppressive heat, Encolpius, his lector—that is, an enslaved person who read aloud to him—fell gravely ill and began coughing up blood. Encolpius’s throat, wrote Pliny, had been irritated by the dust of the journey. Pliny’s concern for his lector is both self-interested and arrogant; Encolpius reads Pliny’s words back to him better than anyone does, and it will be hard for them both, a somewhat delusional Pliny imagines, if Encolpius is unable to do so in the future. Almost 40 percent of ancient Romans had tuberculosis and maybe Encolpius was one of them. Perhaps the dusty conditions of the journey exacerbated his condition. How long did he read past the point of comfort? He might have worried, as he struggled, that Pliny would find him useless, a dangerous situation for an enslaved person. It was frowned upon to simply kill one’s sick or aging workers. So, rather than pay for medical care and food, some owners abandoned them on a boat-shaped island in the Tiber, the main river that ran through Rome. Luckily for Encolpius, he recovered—but if, during his illness, he had worried about his future, he had reason.16


The long days and short nights took a toll on Alexamenos, too, and his situation left internal scars as well. He spent much of his childhood learning the ins and outs of emotional labor; how to suppress hiccups, hunger, and emotions. Fear was relentless. One steward treated by the second-century physician Galen was made sick by the possibility that his enslaver would audit his financial records. After he was (falsely) reassured that this would not happen, the steward made a full recovery. Galen thought the enslaved financial manager was either dishonest or incompetent, but he easily accepted that the stress of enslaved precarity could make someone ill. Although we can’t measure the effects of psychological violence on enslaved ancients, we must assume that its effects were felt.17


These pressures were amplified by uncertainty: Alexamenos knew that violence was not only about his behavior; he could be beaten for anything that went wrong whatsoever. Those who were victims of sexual abuse might also have been targeted by spurned wives, who resented competing for their husbands’ affections. Intrafamilial politics and personal disputes were worked out in and on the bodies of enslaved workers, who might be punished simply for following directions.


The enslaver’s preferred tool of control, however, was not the whip but fear. Beat your workers too often, the logic went, and you risked either inflicting permanent injury or teaching them to withstand pain. As physical endurance was a sign of manliness and courage, it was unsettling to know, as elite Romans surely did, that some enslaved workers were simply better at it than they were. Gladiators encapsulated the problem perfectly. Although mostly enslaved and socially stigmatized, they were also local heroes, admired for their courage and physical fortitude. These were not characteristics that those in positions of power wanted to cultivate in the workforce, either in their homes or en masse. So instead they chose to inculcate a deep, prevailing sense of dread.18


Alexamenos’s anonymous classmate, the student who authored the gristmill inscription, was already aware of the backbreaking nature of hard physical labor. This despotic enculturation was its own perverse form of education, part of a system of “household management”—polished to a high shine through use—that sought to break its subjects’ minds as well as their bodies. The system depended upon a menu of carceral mechanisms that both imprisoned and also intensified the condition of unfree people. It involved threats of corporal or capital punishment, imprisonment, sexual assault, and the possibility of reassignment to more laborious work. Even superficially benevolent aspects (like material perks, the opportunity to marry or have offspring, and the promise of manumission) were a part of this system. By offering the narrow hope of a window of escape to freedom, manumission conditioned people to obey. That rebellion was infrequent is not a sign of the system’s gentleness; it is evidence of its efficacy.19


The Alexamenos inscription, therefore, is not just about a child’s religious allegiances; it is also about his social status and the precariousness of his existence. Crucifixion was how enslaved people died. It was how enslaving Romans controlled the unfree: it was personal to these children. From a young age, elite children were taught to use crucifixion as a threat. Classroom exercises instructed them about the grammatically correct ways to order and intimidate. Although in some wealthier homes, free and unfree children sat alongside one another and learned the same alphabet and numerical system, they were enrolled in different curricula. The elite child learned to dominate; the enslaved child learned to internalize the threats of domination. Even for those on the path to high-status literate work, both the mill and the cross felt oppressively close.20
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Some Roman secretaries defied the odds, not only surviving but also thriving within the narrow confines of their position—and sometimes beyond it. Cicero’s assistant Tiro—his proverbial voice and right-hand man—was well-known to generations of Roman elites. The literati of the Antonine period (138–193 CE) bid lavish sums on manuscripts that Tiro was said to have personally transcribed. This reception continues even today. Novelist Robert Harris made Tiro the narrator of his bestselling trilogy about the last days of Republican Rome. Other well-educated workers became philosophers, grammarians, even imperial advisers. Many urban literate workers managed to obtain manumission, and some of these freedpersons became wealthy businessmen in their own right. One such example is Marcus Antonius Pallas, secretary to Claudius and (briefly) Nero, who accumulated vast wealth, power, and recognition after obtaining his freedom. The Roman senate, which initially despised Pallas, came to admire him for his efficiency and will to power—which extended to a cold appraisal of the institution of slavery and those still trapped in it. After he suggested a measure that reduced the legal status of freeborn women who cohabited with enslaved men to the rank of an enslaved person, the senators were entirely won over. They accorded Pallas honors and a small fortune. (Pallas wisely declined the cash prize.)21


Even if enslaved people were manumitted and became freedpersons, they were still bound by obligations that not only commandeered their time and energy, but also placed them within arm’s reach of a former enslaver with a point to prove. Many continued to live in the same house and were obliged, as a duty (officium), to provide sexual services on demand. Those whose skills and social networks allowed them to branch out on their own and accrue envy-inducing success were the object of derision and hatred. Freeborn writers joked that the scent of enslavement clung even to the children of those who had formerly been enslaved. The situation was precarious: literary and legal conversations about reenslaving “ungrateful” freedmen intermittently bubble to the surface of the evidence. In 95 CE, Epaphroditus, the wealthy onetime secretary of Nero, was executed by the emperor Domitian ostensibly for failing to prevent Nero from killing himself nearly thirty years earlier. The execution prompted outrage but also shows us that the manumitted never entirely shrugged off the mantle of slavery. The residue of servility made Epaphroditus vulnerable decades after his supposed transgression.22


The success of men like Pallas only intensified the jealousy and resentment of old monied aristocrats. The Principate, the period of imperial rule that emerged out of the ashes of the Republic and under the auspices of the emperor Augustus into the first century CE, was an unfamiliar form of power. Once the ruling class, senatorial elites now felt the crush. In their view, they were squeezed between, on one hand, the pincerlike pressures of a novel imperial form of government that forced them to behave like servants, and, on the other, the rise of a new monied class of freedmen and arrivistes from the imperial provinces. Even decades later, as he passed by Pallas’s monument on the Via Tiburtina outside of Rome, the senator Pliny the Younger was moved to rage by the honors recorded at his tomb: “You will laugh, and then you will be outraged,” he later wrote to his friend Montanus, by “the honors wasted on this filth, this trash,… [this] scumbag.” Pallas’s success continued to eat away at Pliny. Not content with spitting social slurs at the freedman’s memory, he felt compelled to research the case. Finding evidence of the senate’s decree—with its excessive praise of Pallas—he only grew more indignant. Freedmen had overrun the imperial chancery! What a dark comedy, wrote Pliny, that history had heaped such honors on mere freedmen.23


For men like Pliny the Younger, a nostalgic yearning for the past barely concealed their dissatisfaction at being born after their time. Although Pliny saw the emperor Trajan as restoring social order, the heyday of the senatorial class was slipping further into the Republican past. The resentment fueled by upwardly mobile freedmen could be displaced onto others closer to home. To those with power, the bodies of enslaved workers were the tablets on which they could scratch their frustrations: concerns about thwarted ambitions, petty slights, and waning influence. As in their literary endeavors, however, enslavers used other unfree workers as proxies—for no respectable elite man would work up a sweat administering corporal punishment himself. Thus, one enslaved person in a household could be obliged to pummel the body of another.


Each householder could enact his own personal reign of terror, and under such circumstances the unfree were forced to walk the fine line of competence that divided inadequacy and excellence: err on either side, and one risked drawing unwelcome and violent attention to oneself. For every Tiro or Pallas, there were dozens more who were overpowered by the turning cogs of casual violence and household drudgery. Manumission, which for this period could not legally take place until a man turned thirty, might come too late. Some enslaved workers were expelled to legal freedom only once their bodies had been broken, their hands had been permanently clenched by arthritis, and their eyesight had faded.24


There were few followers of Jesus, especially in the first century, who lived in the wealthy households of the superelite, as Tiro had, or formed part of the imperial family, like Alexamenos and Pallas did. But enslavement and the fear that accompanied it were only one of the axes of marginalization in the ancient world. On a global scale there were many different ambiguous situations of bondage that do not neatly fit into the division of enslaved and free. Certainly, those who lived in poverty—for example, day laborers like Jesus—existed in a state of precarity that included the fear of starvation or even selling themselves or their dependent relatives into slavery. The possibility of enslavement likewise threatened those who were freeborn but lived hand to mouth. Anyone who got into debt risked imprisonment and enslavement: they were a single bad harvest or workplace injury away from destitution. Thus, countless ancients felt enslavement snapping at their heels.25


Certainly, a high-status enslaved worker in a wealthy household would have had greater food and housing security than the freeborn poor. Similarly, they had opportunities for post-manumission enrichment that a fisherman or construction worker from the Galilee did not, even though the latter were freeborn. But if they suffered an accident that rendered them unable to work, both an enslaved secretary and a construction worker might find themselves in the same place: begging for scraps on the streets. For the enslaved literary workers who toiled on the margins of history, this was not the worst or most violent outcome.
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If being an influential writer is just a question of volume, then Pliny the Elder, the prolific author of the encyclopedic Natural History, has a strong claim to cultural importance. A Roman politician and admiral, Pliny embodied the acquisitive and anthological spirit of the early Empire. His thirty-seven-volume miscellany covered everything from geography to horticulture, medicine, anthropology, and diet. He was a collector, and the knowledge assembled in his book was not just the result of learning, but also of exploitation. Much of his information came from the ever-present workers who attended him and from whom he extracted information. The workers—some of whom were enslaved as prisoners of war—who assisted him with his project were also often his sources. His home was a microcosm of Roman despotism: there, he excavated the memories of enslaved people in the same way that the Empire mined for salt.


Pliny’s thirst for knowledge meant that a lector and shorthand writer (notarius) accompanied him everywhere, from the baths to the dining tables of friends to formal military excursions. The air around him was thick with words and the impressions of words: either those voiced by enslaved readers who have since fallen silent, or by his own dictation, which was translated through the secretary’s mind and pen. These collaborators, indeed, were with Pliny the Elder until the bitter end. Famed for his courage as well as his intellectual curiosity, he met his demise on August 26, 79 CE, in Stabiae, a small port town on the Bay of Naples that lay in the shadow of Mount Vesuvius. His nephew, Pliny the Younger, tells us that the Elder Pliny had sailed undaunted towards the ashy eruptions. Until the very end he “described and noted down every movement, every shape of that evil thing, as it appeared before his eyes.” Neither Pliny the Younger nor modern biographies of his uncle mention the young notary who accompanied him on this dangerous and foolhardy mission and performed the actual notation. We know of the youths who supported him as he awoke wheezing on his final day, but nothing of their fates. But come hell, high water, or volcanic eruptions, this was how ancient elite writing was done.26


If the reader and writer who accompanied Pliny died for his enslaver’s oeuvre, it would have reflected the importance that ancient elites in this period placed on literacy and literate work. While much rests on our definition of literacy (does being able to sign one’s own name count?), one recent estimate suggests that only about 10 percent of the population of the Roman Empire was able to read and write fluently. These literary elites included the most accomplished members of society: senators, aristocrats, governors, and the emperor himself. The written word was a sign of power; most people in the Roman world encountered the emperor only on coins and through his written statements, which, once issued, were etched onto bronze plates and prominently displayed in the fora of cities and towns around the Empire.


By the end of the first century CE, the ability to read and write—or, perhaps more accurately, being seen to read and write—carried a certain social cachet. The second-century tabloid writer Suetonius noted that Augustus had a distinctive handwriting style that he insisted on teaching to his grandchildren. Upwardly mobile business owners and their wives portrayed themselves in funerary art with stylus and book roll in hand. Books, and beautiful books in particular, were a sign of status. Like a college ring or Mr. Ripley’s borrowed Princeton blazer, books and writing implements were the accessories of privilege and class: they were credentialing objects and accessories.
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Marble bust of a woman displaying her literacy with a scroll (Constantinople, fourth or fifth century CE)








Because so few people could read and write, and because literacy was highly prized and costly to acquire, it’s tempting to imagine that the literate elite were identical with the social elite. This is what elite writers would like their audiences to believe. It’s certainly true that the children of the affluent started their secondary education with a grammarian or private tutor in the home, moved on to study rhetoric to prepare them for careers involving public speaking, and finally ended up “majoring” in philosophy and mathematics in their late teens and twenties. Education was more comprehensive for boys, so if you were lucky and male then your (grand)father—the paterfamilias—might sponsor your education in Athens or Alexandria, the Harvard or Oxford of their day. But the scions of the affluent families were never alone, and, thus, alongside this elite education ran a parallel form of education for enslaved literary workers, glimpses of which are preserved on classroom walls such as those on the Palatine hillside. The young aristocrat who attended school was accompanied by a paedagogos, an enslaved nanny-cum-tutor who would assist the pupil with his work and instruct him in everything from reading and writing to deportment. Freeborn men were expected to present themselves in a particular way: it was a delicate balancing act that involved dress, body posture, vocal intonation, table manners, and even how one laughed. Even the most powerful were constantly scrutinized; a misstep could, quite literally, result in one being branded effeminate and unmanly, just as a mispronounced word or foreign turn of phrase would reveal the deficiencies in one’s education or the troubling pliability of one’s judgment and origins. Roman aristocrats enjoyed the most comfortable lifestyle in the Empire, but it still had its pressures.27


Ironically, the behavioral traits of an elite male were instilled by an enslaved or low-status pedagogue who had to “master” them at least as well as any enslaver. When the young man eventually went away to “university” to study philosophy, he was accompanied by a small entourage of enslaved workers, at least one of whom would accompany him to class and serve as his notetaker. What this meant, of course, is that enslaved workers may well have been the most educated men in the room. After all, their well-being rested on accomplishing these tasks well. The predicament drove them, by necessity, to virtuosity in the arts of mastery.


From the homes of the wealthiest families, including the sprawling imperial family, enslaved children like Alexamenos were dispatched to special “slave schools” to learn the basics of reading and writing. Others were invisible participants in elite education, joining the classes of the enslaver’s children as they were homeschooled, and sweeping beneath the benches after the freeborn students had departed. Not all of the children who lived within earshot of elite education would go on to become literate workers. Indeed, not every child in the imperial schoolroom on the Palatine was being prepared for a career as a secretary. Enslaved children were often given names that referred to the kind of work they were expected to perform or a personality trait desirable to enslavers. (Epaphroditus, for example, means “charming.”) If the Palatine schoolchildren’s names were their destiny, then we can infer that some were prepared to wait at table, to be doorkeepers, to become dressers or wardrobe managers, or to become medics or medical assistants. For some people, educating all the enslaved members of one’s household was a sign of prestige. According to his biographer, Atticus, a wealthy friend of Cicero, filled his household with highly educated enslaved workers: even the night watchmen could read and write.28


Those who showed promise in elementary education might be sent to learn the art of stenography, or shorthand, an efficient writing technology that became all the rage in the first century CE. Stenography was uncompromisingly difficult to learn as it involved memorizing a system of thousands of complicated symbols. In addition to a base set of 600 to 800 signs that represented words, there were the bonus meanings—four to eight additional words that were indicated by a dot or a bar added to the base. A discarded second-century contract from Oxyrhynchus, Egypt, suggests that it took two years to become fully proficient in the skill. Once perfected, however, shorthand enabled the secretary to record speeches, trial proceedings, letters, and original compositions with great speed.29
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Second-century funerary relief of a teacher with three students, one of whom (at far right) is just arriving








Unlike the modern systems of shorthand that took off in the courtrooms and secretarial colleges of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, ancient shorthand wasn’t standardized. A scribe in the household of Cicero’s friend Atticus might have learned a different dialect than that acquired as part of a formal apprenticeship elsewhere in the city of Rome. Individuals would modify the system to their particular needs: a doctor’s attendant needed more abbreviations for body parts than the notary of an architect or tax official. This lack of standardization is important because ancient shorthand was not pictographic; to the untrained eye, it resembles squiggles or chicken scratch. This made it a useful tool for espionage—both Julius Caesar and the Jewish rebels who led the mid-second-century Bar Kokhba revolt used it to communicate—and a thorn in the side of modern scholars. To this day, many ancient and medieval shorthand texts remain indecipherable.30


The mythology of shorthand credits its invention to enslaved workers. Latin shorthand was variously associated either with Tiro, the favored secretary of Cicero, or a freedman of Maecenas, an adviser to the future emperor Augustus and a patron of the arts. In a passage as much about his own feelings of inadequacy as the superior shorthand skills of secretaries, the Stoic philosopher Seneca the Younger sneered that it was “invented by the lowest-quality slaves.” Even though it was taught and learned by enslaved people, the power of the enslaving class is felt throughout the educational project. Students learning Greek shorthand were assisted by a Commentary, a collection of sentences that allowed them to memorize the additional meanings of a symbol. Some of these sentences are lists of body parts, geographical locations, or philosophical slogans, but many are reminders of slavery’s power. Shorthand writers learned that “the powerful man leads, bears, beats,” that shackles “hurt,” that “runaway slaves” will be caught, and that the “happy slave” will be freed. Even here, in a cryptographic medium that most could not understand, stenographers cautioned one another about the limits of their position. Just as when women were educated to be good mothers and wives, so too enslaved writers were reminded of their place.31


As complicated as the system was, it still could not capture the precision of longhand writing. There were roughly five thousand shorthand symbols or signs. For comparison, Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary claims that modern English contains between 750,000 and 1 million words. Although Greek is slightly more economical, only a small fraction of its words was represented in ancient shorthand. Stenography was ambiguous and thus involved improvisation and interpretation: the secretary condensed and translated the words of the speaker into a series of signs that they later expanded into longform. The imprecise and idiosyncratic nature of the system meant that the same person who compressed Paul’s or any other early Christian’s words would have later expanded them into a readable copy, editing and expanding as they went. Whatever ancient Romans might say about these workers, or whatever modern readers might think of secretarial work, these writers were not fungible. Their interpretative work gave shape to the thoughts and words of the speaker and made them an indispensable part of the compositional process.


Education was necessary for the enslaved workers who did so much of the literary, numerical, and administrative work in the ancient world. Secretaries did more than take dictation, translate shorthand into longhand, and edit and copy manuscripts; they also oversaw financial affairs and managed correspondence. Alongside the secretary, a whole cast of other literate workers did a variety of tasks: the librarius navigated and memorized classic works of literature (sometimes specializing in iconic authors or specific languages); the notarius, or notetaker, specialized in stenography; and the lector read aloud from physical texts. Finding a particular passage or quotation in an ancient book roll (ancient Greeks and Romans, like Jews, mostly used papyrus scrolls for literary texts) was a difficult task. Even classics professors today are overwhelmed by the tumble of letters they encounter when they open an ancient manuscript: there are rarely spaces between words, nor accents to indicate emphasis, nor grammatical markers like periods or commas. No one has uniformly marked important phrases and transition points: merely locating the section of the book you are interested in is difficult. You have to practice.


For those who did not have access to houseguests, biddable children, or well-educated domestic workers, but who needed to write letters, make up a will, or lodge a formal legal complaint, it was possible to hire a scribe at the marketplace. The coalitions of bakers, silversmiths, woodsmen, and rag dealers who formed voluntary associations might lease the services of a scribe or literate temple worker to take minutes, draw up charters and membership lists, and attend to correspondence. Thus, even if one was not liberally educated oneself, if one had funds, one could “read” and “write.”32
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Writing is hard work, even in the modern world: hands cramp from the pressure of forcing charcoal and ink into neat letters; backs spasm from being hunched over a desk or tablet; neck muscles tense and relentlessly pinch at nerves; and eyes grow bleary from hours of uninterrupted focus. Over the course of a day, familiar words become unfriendly and blur together, errors are increasingly difficult to identify, and the smooth ligatures of the letters grow shaky. Anyone who has ever taken a hand-written exam in school will recall the choreography of hand-wringing that accompanies frenetic writing.


The same was even more true in the ancient world, where good light was scarce. People wrote on a variety of materials: broken pottery shards, known as ostraca, were good for sending messages to business contacts or friends across town or for practicing the alphabet or writing. Wax tablets, inscribed with a stylus (a sharp implement), offered the most forgiving surface for the writer and had the advantage of being erasable. The soft wax enabled the user to write at speed and the hard wooden frame offered support for writing on the go. Not all tablets were made of wax: other unfussy examples survive in plain unwaxed wood, for example. Parchment, which was made from animal skin and was rarely used in the first century CE, was physically unwieldy because the surface pulled against the pen, making writing more difficult. Papyrus sheets, made from pummeled reed and inscribed with sharpened reed pens, were used for manifold purposes from letter-writing to magical texts to philosophical treatises and early Christian gospels. The sheets could be folded and bound into a codex (the format we call a book) or pasted into a scroll.33
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Detail of a second-century mosaic from Tunisia showing a capsa (book bag) holding scrolls








Alongside this array of writing surfaces, we find accessories: reed pens, bronze and bone styluses, spatulas for smoothing wax tablets, inkpots, rulers, knives for trimming papyrus, and pumice stones for smoothing the ragged edges of a text. And finally, of course, ink: sepia milked from cuttlefish, black ink manufactured from processed soot, and expensive bright colors made of gold or the bodies of the predatory sea snails that lived on the western shores of the Mediterranean. None of these costly accoutrements were necessary for the determined writer, though. The graffiti that blanketed ancient villas, storefronts, and streets are proof that anyone with a sharp rock, a little education, and some elbow grease could write.


Yet even in the more forgiving medium of papyrus and ink, writing was laborious. One houseguest in fourth-century Egypt, who found himself pressed into service by his hostess, grumbled that he had “worn himself out by writing the letter.” (The letter in question is the same length as Paul’s shortest offering, to Philemon.) This grumbler could write but clearly didn’t enjoy it or do it very often. Imagine how he would have balked at the idea of taking down Paul’s Letter to the Romans or an entire romance novel.34


The pain of writing was one reason to outsource the effort, but positioned between the reluctant and the poorly educated was a third group of individuals who used secretaries: those who had to. For Paul, imprisoned in a series of damp, cold prisons in Asia Minor, the darkness may not have been the only reason he used a scribe: he lived in a world without glasses.


Today, roughly a third of the global population have some form of visual impairment. In antiquity, where treatments for eye infections, river blindness, congenital cataracts, diabetes, and many other conditions did not exist, the number was likely comparable. Archaeological and literary sources refer to congenital vision loss, temporary conditions, age-related vision loss, and accidental eye loss in the workplace or on the battlefield. Archaeologists who excavated the ancient healing shrines in Greece or Turkey found dismembered clay limbs, heads, and torsos dedicated as offerings to the god Asclepius, and noted that there were twice as many eyes as any other body part. Their number offers tangible evidence of the desperation of sufferers and the widespread nature of eye complaints. Paul, who by his own account wrote in oversized “large letters” (Gal. 6:11), would not have been alone in experiencing some vision loss.35


In the absence of corrective lenses and pharmaceuticals, people—often children, whose vision was superior—did the work of accommodative devices. Cicero relates several stories of politicians and philosophers who continued to publish and study even after they had gone blind. Vision loss wasn’t the only problem attended to in this way. Scientific studies have shown that many people today use lip reading to follow conversations without even being aware that they are doing it. The same may have been true in antiquity. In group settings where texts were read aloud, the use of enslaved readers, who stood in clear view of the assembled audience and used choreographed hand gestures and bodily movements in their performance, may have enabled those with hearing loss to follow the flow and argument of a piece.36


Peter and Paul, a fisherman and a tanner, worked with their hands. Over a lifetime, the repeated motions of ancient manufacturing could eat away at the joints and ligaments. Mobility impairments, like those caused by arthritis, could escalate to the point that the sufferer could no longer grip objects or move their thumbs with ease. Gout, the rich man’s arthritis, is commonly associated with the feet, but also crept into the hands, inflaming the knuckles. According to Suetonius, the emperor Galba was so debilitated by gout that he was unable to unroll or even hold a scroll. The Numidian (modern-day Algerian) grammarian Fronto complained that after a lifetime of writing he was no longer able to write himself. The mid-tenth-century scribe Florentius, who claimed that writing destroyed one’s vision, broke the back and ribs, and harmed the kidneys, may have exaggerated, but not by much.37


Roman authors who thought about deportment and health were aware that that the repetitive motions of bookwork had damaging effects on the body. As a result, they cautioned their elite students against doing too much of it and avoided the most cumbersome tasks. Without use, however, these skills atrophy: handwriting turns sloppy, translation grows stiff, and hard-earned calluses soften and shrink. Scientists call this phenomenon skill decay. It is the reason why those in high-risk professions—pilots, nurses, and those in the military—complete continuing education programs and why you would be better served asking a phlebotomist than a consulting physician to draw blood from your arm. Skill decay nibbles away at education as well, particularly mathematical and linguistic abilities: even mother tongues gather dust when they fall into disuse. Ancient elites who shirked literate work would have experienced the same problem. As a lack of practice made ancient bookwork more difficult, those with means were incentivized to do less of it.38


In ancient societies that looked down on any kind of bodily frailty, the utilization of servile workers to read and write not only extended a person’s bodily abilities, but it also allowed them to conceal the extent of their impairments. Those who failed at this were ruthlessly mocked for their shortcomings. One nouveau riche by the name of Calvisius Sabinus, who struggled to recall the names of Trojan heroes, relied so completely on enslaved workers that he had some trained to memorize poetry for him. They would sit at the foot of his couch at social events and whisper quotations in his ear, only for Calvisius to butcher the poetic morsels in repetition. It’s an extreme example, and is unkindly relayed by a judgmental Seneca in his Letters, but it gives us a glimpse at the complicated and fraught interplay of wealth, impairment, and enslaved assistance. While it was entirely acceptable to use other people to read, write, do accounting, manage estates, and so forth, one was not supposed to rely upon one’s inferiors for the elite intellectual work of thinking, judging, or composing. Though wealthy Romans often used an enslaved nomenclator to recall people’s names and to memorize whole texts for performance, Calvisius’s failed attempts at erudition crossed a line.39


This state of affairs means that enslaved literate workers are everywhere and nowhere in our sources. While ancient elites could and did read, most of their “reading” was done by equally well-educated but lower-status servile individuals. When an elite writer says that they consulted a text of Homer or Plato, they almost certainly had an enslaved person do it for them. The same was true of writing: when someone in Mediterranean antiquity says that they were “writing,” we should not assume that they held a writing implement themselves. It is much more likely that someone else was taking dictation, perhaps at high speed and compressed into shorthand, which that invisible person would later expand, revise, and edit into the finished text. Just because an enslaved worker is not noted does not mean that they were not there.
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