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Abstract: In Roman communities, individuals and groups competed for prestige by
materialising themselves with the help of public inscriptions, statues, and buildings. Traders
provide a particularly interesting example in this regard as they used their urban environment
to make claims on their locality, but also reference to their distinct origin. This paper explores
how groups of foreign traders used material and textual dimensions of space to influence the
construction of their social identity in Puteoli and Ostia during the Roman empire. For this, |
systematically examine Ostian and Puteolian epigraphic sources in their archaeological
context. My findings contribute to previous insights by arguing that the vast spatial
distribution and function of social sites associated with traders enabled context-dependent
representations. As a result, individuals were much more flexible in their expression of social
identity, as previously assumed.
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FLEXIBLE SOCIAL SITES

THE SPATIAL REPRESENTATION OF
FOREIGNNESS AND LOCALITY INROMAN
PUTEOLI AND OSTIA

Jakob Jung

This paper analyses inscriptions and built environment related to
Ostian and Puteolian traders in their spatial context. The focus of my
investigation lies in the expression of locality and connections to the home
community of origin. Based on this examination, it is argued that the vast
spatial distribution and function of social sites associated with traders
enabled fluid context-dependent expression of identities.

In the Roman world, inscriptions and structures monumentalised the urban
environment by publicly commemorating the social position of groups and individuals
alike. One’s social standing was determined by honourable services to the community
through acts like benefactions or political offices.: Even non-local traders had a
profound epigraphic and architectural influence on the physical outlook of the cities
both in the harbours of Puteoli and in Ostia. Trade routes connected these two Italian
ports closely to the western and eastern provinces of the empire. The epigraphic
sources for this paper were found in the EDCS database. I combined the geographical
filters of Ostia and Puteoli with keywords such as ‘negot®’, ‘statio®’, ‘schol®*’, ‘corp*’,
‘colleg®’, ‘navicu®’, ‘mercator*’ to collect evidence describing traders.

The unique abundance of source material on traders has resulted in an
extensive historiography on the topic. A general trend remains that authors have either
highlighted the local integration of non-local traders or their supposed segregation.
This binary distinction has remained largely intact in the 2020 volume Roman Port
Societies, which assembles most experts on the field.> Nicholas Purcell summarises
the volume’s main point according to which ‘outsiders, in the ancient view, needed
to be controlled and institutionalized.» The contributors explain this either by the
local position of traders or their distinctiveness. Instead, I argue that traders stressed
different facets of origin and locality depending on the social and spatial setting.
Consequently, I contend that the exclusivity of foreign traders proved much more
flexible and contextual than previously assumed.+

Specifically, I ask how foreign traders were able to employ material and textual
dimensions of space to influence the construction of their social identity in Roman
Puteoli and Ostia. To answer this question, I use the dialectical distinction between
‘soft’ and ‘hard’ space. Soft space means perceived space that hasn’t materialised
yet. Contrarily, hard space describes the manifested physical space in our material



surroundings. Both types of spaces influence each other: perceived space can be
transformed into material reality. Likewise, hard space shapes human perception.s
Keeping these processes of spatial construction in mind, I utilise the approach of the
philosopher T. R. Schatzki to social practice theory. He describes social sites as the
‘specific context of human coexistence: the place where, and as part of which, social
life inherently occurs.> These spaces are created through interconnected (daily)
social interaction and practices, organisation, and agency. In the following two
sections, I will incorporate these factors in a contextual analysis of inscriptions to
examine different social sites in Ostia and Puteoli and their expression of locality and
foreignness.’

MATERIALISING LOCALITY

Non-local traders have left behind a profound number of sources in Puetoli’s and
Ostia’s physical cityscapes. Yet, the trader’s everyday life hardly produced any evidence
distinct from local conditions. Instead, this chapter shows that traders consciously
represented themselves at specific sites such as trading stations, association houses,
joint commemorative monuments and individual grave inscriptions to lay a claim
to locality. The centrality of these places underlined the material presence and
influence of traders and furthered close connections to local inhabitants. Likewise,
inscriptions invoked imagined spaces of locality expressed through acts of services to
the local communities and business and patronage connections. These strategies of
representation likened references to the traders’ communities of origin and served the
same goal of allowing access to local social and commercial life.

In Puteoli, the presence of storage buildings (horrea) and living quarters
dominated large areas next to the coastline and most parts of the north-western and
south-eastern suburbs. In Ostia too, horrea occupied large parts of the city. Evidence
suggests that at least some of these buildings housed foreign traders. A fictional story
by Claudius Aelianus (170 - 235 CE) mentions the existence of a Bateian storage house
right next to the harbour. Furthermore, it has been suggested that a Vicus Tyanianus —
a quarter named after traders from Tyana in Cappadocia — existed close to the seaside.
An inscription mentioning a quarter named after the Phoenician city of Tyrus was
found outside the city gates. Despite these geographical references, non-local traders
are impossible to distinguish and must have lived similarly to their local counterparts.s

Sites of stronger distinction were trading stations such as the Tyrian station that
a well-known Greek inscription found in Puteoli from 174 CE attests to. As historian
T. Terpstra argues, it must have been displayed publicly addressing the inhabitants of
Puteoli.» The fragmentary text documents a successful interaction of local Tyrians and
their Phoenician mother city in modern Syria to cover and preserve the expenses of the
Puteolian trading station. Non-local traders are also well represented in the complex of
the so-called Piazzale delle Corporazioni in Ostia. This square consists of colonnades
divided (possibly once by wooden stalls) into 61 small rooms and aligns directly with a
theatre in the south. At the entrance of the small rooms mosaic floors hold the names
of different seafarers' (navicularii) associations and depict them together with their
products or other symbols related to their origin.~ Similarly, some inscriptions in Ostia
refer to a wine forum. From the inscriptions, it can be deduced that it accommodated
an association for wine traders and that auctions were held there. The main market
hall (macellum) in Puteoli might have hosted a similar representative function as
the Piazzale delle Corporazioni (Figure 1). Such localities offered places to meet
and network with non-local traders and local residents while institutionalising the
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Figure 1: Puteolian Macellum with imperial (?) temple in the centre. Carole Raddato, 2019.
CCBY-SA 2.0 Deed (upscaled)

representations of particular regions of origin.

Much like other non-elite people in Roman towns, the traders expressed
themselves through associations that offered the opportunity for architectural
portrayal and space for epigraphical dedications.» Both association buildings (scholae),
which were the meeting places of professional associations (collegia), and the stations
could serve the same aim of representing the community of traders. However,
associations centred more strongly on internal community life, such as feasts and cult
celebrations.» In Ostia none of the found association buildings can be clearly identified
with specific representations of foreign traders. This indicates that traders made use of
local religious and occupational associations. Two inscriptions from Puteoli’s suburbia
found at the Via Campania suggest further possible locations of other ‘foreign’
association buildings. They mention both Daphnians (written 1-100 CE), from near
Antiochia, located at a crossroad and the worshippers of Heliopolitani (dedicated 101-
200 CE), from the city of Berytos, who owned a large stretch of land with cisterns and
shops which served as a meeting place near the necropolis.=

Similarly, the above-mentioned Tyrian inscription in Puteoli indicates
that the Tyrian trading station had a more distinct character, similar to a scholae.
Nevertheless, these buildings, too, catered to a local audience. The Tyrians mention
that much money needed to be spent on the ‘restoration of the station’ for the imperial
festivities. Their station had to pay ‘for the bull sacrifice at the games in Puteoli.” These
celebrations of (former) emperors’ birthdays, rise to power, and important triumphs
were accompanied by public theatre performances, games, and religious ceremonies.
At the same time, the inscription remarks that the station was ‘better than the others
both in adornment and in size’ — at least ‘in the past.” This passage highlights the
care traders gave to the outward appearance of their buildings to portray themselves
to the urban audience in competition with other local and non-local groups.« The
built environment of these prominently positioned locations facilitated random
encounters between inhabitants of Ostia, as studies on movement possibilities in
the spatial layout have shown. This translated the flourishing networks into social
practices of everyday life. It explains why, for example, the association of rope makers



Figure 2: Piazzale delle Corporazioni Station 48: black and white mosaic with writing
‘M. (auretania C.(aesariensis)’ and two date palms, an amphora, and three fish.
Wikimedia Commons, 2011. CCBY-SA 2.0 DEED (upscaled).

had their own association building but still settled in the Piazzale delle Corporazioni
too.s The stations functioned as physical contact points for both business partners
and merchants from the same association or place of origin, as well as local patrons
and partners. Economically, acceptance by their host environment held essential
importance for the traders. The connection with a powerful local individual promised
political influence. Patrons provided important contact with local traders and resellers
while vouching for the trustworthiness and honour of a foreign individual or group.s
Examples of dedications are plentiful: seamen from Africa and Sardinia dedicated
a statue to their patron Marcus Junius Faustus (dedicated in 173 CE). Other statues
in the garden of the Piazzale are related to non-trading associations, honouring
prestigious individuals — many of them imperial priests. In a similar vein, in Puteoli
seamen and traders appear as dedicants to their patrons. For example, ‘the merchants
who trade in Alexandria, Asia, and Syria’ honoured members of the local elite, the
Calpurni family, who were responsible for building the Puteolian capitol.~

These links to patronage could materialise into political influence. Non-local
traders were normal citizens of their home town and often lacked the means to pursue
a political career in their host societies and had to turn to patrons for representation
instead. The conspicuous presence of trade associations on public ground attests to
such connections.* For example, most of the statues in the garden of the Piazzale carry
a mark meaning that public officials had agreed to dedications symbolising the traders’
connection to local benefactors on public ground. Similarly, an inscription from
Puteoli describes the renovation of the temple of the Egyptian-Hellenistic god Serapis
in detail. The local city officials were heavily involved in the financing of this building
and oversaw the building phase.

Similarly, the trade associations of the Piazzale very likely involved themselves
in the renovation of the Ostian theatre. Older levels of mosaics depicting natural
scenes and animals suppose a gradual shift towards a full use by the associations.
Probably, the building first served as a shelter for theatre-goers to gather during bad
weather or breaks. It is likely that groups of traders either helped finance the upkeep
of the theatre or the shows themselves. As a reward, they were allowed to claim spaces
in the Piazzale. This shift was completed under Hadrian (r. 117—-138 CE) when the
main entrance towards the Tiber was blocked off. The newer levels of mosaic were
created between 191 and 200 CE.» Indeed, other associations of traders also involved
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themselves in the organisation of festivities. Seafarers along with local associations are
linked to a lodge in the Puteolian amphitheatre, which was located in a central node of
the urban lay-out.

Overall, the stations found in Ostia and Puteoli are located in close vicinity to
the two locations for social festivities, namely the theatre and the amphitheatre. This
facilitated the traders to display their local social position through sponsorship, and
physical presence at games.» The inscriptions proudly reflect the traders’ and their
patrons’ engagement in constructing and shaping the local space. The centrality in
the urban context equalled to materialised locality which is also consciously invoked
in the mosaic inscriptions of the stations at the Piazzale delle Corporazioni by the
word ‘hic’ (here) and ‘de suo’ (at own expense).» Hence, ‘foreigners’ held a prominent
place — far from marginalisation — in the urban landscape that was facilitated by the
institutions of stations and associations. As demonstrated through these building
activities, euergetism — the public expression of benefaction towards the community —
substantiated the claim to locality and changed the local environment.

In contrast, the individual member had much fewer possibilities to present
themselves in the public space. Burial inscriptions found in the graveyards outside of
the city offered a unique space for individual commemoration of locals and foreigners
alike. The very act of remaining physically in the host city even after one’s death
attested to the presence and local history of foreign communities shaping a trans-
communal memory. Located next to major roads they were visible to bypassers
and mourners alike. Both in Puteoli and Ostia, Latin and Greek commemorative
inscriptions have been found that either highlight the origin of an individual or their
profession as a trader or seaman, respectively navicularii, or ‘vavAnpov/ vatkAinpog’
(naukleroi).» The inscription by Gaius Octavious Agathopus (dedicated 41 CE)
provides another telling example: ‘(...) tired from east to west, (he) and Regilla, his
daughter, rest here (...)’.» The inscription contrasts this mobility from ‘east to west’
with the current state of rest ‘here’ in Puteoli. Thus, it infers locality to Gaius and
his daughter after living a highly mobile life, very possibly as a trader. The lack of
segregation of locals and foreigners in the burial sites and the monumentality of the
funerary inscriptions displays further locality.

The high presence of epigraphy following local customs associated with foreign
traders evocates their claims to perceived spaces of locality in the form of networks. In
this sense, being local meant being a trustworthy group within the civic community.
Likewise, this underlined the traders’ economic and social participation in the
public sphere. Association buildings and stations connected to the traders enabled
an impressive and prominent representation of the groups in the urban layout. The
benefaction facilitated further involvement and prestige--gainin the local community.

EXPRESSION OF ORIGIN

This section turns to the inscriptions and spatial environment expressing foreignness
connected to traders in Puteoli and Ostia. Notably, the places representing the
places of origin equal the sites analysed for the expression of locality: origins were
most frequently articulated through funerary inscriptions and the built environment
of trading stations. In these cases, origin helped to define and strengthened social
networks of kin, information, and trust. Especially, the commercial spaces created
a soft space where depictions of typical goods represented particular communities
of origin and facilitated commercial exchange. Finally, religious associations could
denote exclusive group representation and limited exclusivity in both private and



public life but often actually integrated well into the local fabric. Thus, traders stressed
these different facets of origin depending on the social and spatial setting.

Individual tombstones provided the most important space for representating
origin. Located along the main roads outside of Puteoli and Ostia, the tombstones
and their inscriptions were broadly accessible. In Puteoli, inscriptions of Greek
traders often follow the same pattern as in the inscription (dedicated 31-150 CE)
of ‘Tholomaios, son of Thaimallos, also known as Maximus, from Petra, lived for 33
years.» Some of these inscriptions identify the deceased directly as seamen such as
‘Enipeus of Sakerdotos, a seaman from Korykos of 22 years’ (dedicated 151-250 CE).=
The material expressions of origin monumentalised the social relations of traders.
Several grave inscriptions highlight the social network within the diaspora and to the
host community: ‘For Diodotus, son of Menodotus, from Korykius. Hyginus made
this for his sweetest grandson.» The grandfather Hyginus seems to have set up the
gravestone (dedicated 101-250 CE) marking a long family lineage that connects three
generations of Greeks in Puteoli. This way, trans-local familial connections or the
presence of diaspora groups in case the relatives also lived in the host community
could be highlighted.

Stations offered spaces where these personal contacts to the home community
were reinforced and institutionalised. The already mentioned inscription on the
Tyrian station from 174 CE states that ‘no income accrues either from shippers or from
merchants to our station, as is the case with the station in royal Rome.” This passage
probably refers to non-resident Tyrians or locals who must have used the services of
the station when in Puteoli. The support of traders through stations hints towards a
large informal network of trade communities based on origins.» For diaspora residents
in Puteoli and Ostia, such an exchange must have guaranteed a constant connection
to their home town and helped to preserve the feeling of community and belonging.
The fact that the services of the Tyrian station remained free of charge in Puteoli and
that the city council of Tyros agreed to give financial support shows the commitment of
both sides to this imagined community.:

The Piazzale delle Corporazioni offered a similar meeting point for non-resident
traders while representing their connection to Ostia locally. The inscriptions naming
the individual stations are located at the entrance facing the visitor. Foreign merchants
could then easily find their respective representation.» Similarly, the Puteolian
macellum remained a rather distinct building and its vicinity to the harbour would
have made it easy to find as well. All these places are characterised by a degree of
visibility that left little room for semi-private seclusion of groups.

In these spaces, symbolisms and personifications worked to represent
or characterise certain places of origin. In the Ostian Piazzale delle Corporazioni
introduced in the previous section, the mosaics before the stalls highlight certain
geographical features. For example, the Nile in station 27 or the lighthouse of Portus
in station 46. Furthermore, the ships’ depictions also differ slightly due to local
peculiarities. Wild animals at the station of Sabratha refer to the local fauna and
perhaps the import of animals for games in Rome. Two date trees and an amphora at
the station with the inscription of ‘M(auretania?) C(aesariensis?)’ might refer to the
date and wine trade from that region (Figure 2).» Hence, some of the traders represent
themselves by referencing particular commercial products or local characteristics.
Economically, this helped to build up a collective representation and integrate non-
residential and settled foreign traders into such networks of trust and information.
It incentivised communities to control their fellow members to upkeep a good
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reputation. Grouping traders according to their origin aided in identifying the traders
that were otherwise invisible in the city layout, which made acquiring their products or
services easier.»

Associations and religious cults expressed a more exclusive group identity
physically. Their presence was marked by lavish facades or through inscriptions, such
as the above-cited cult of Heliopolitani that proudly announced ownership over local
land. In annual processions, these groups expressed their exclusivity more publicly,
while also highlighting their connections to the host community.= This switch between
inclusivity and exclusivity of a foreign identity is perfectly exemplified by another
Tyrian votive lettering (dedicated between 81-200 CE) found close to Puteoli’s
necropolis. It highlights the status of Tyros as a formally independent ally to Rome
(foederata in Latin). It then switches to Greek, accentuating its Phoenician tradition,
along with the city’s holy and prosperous condition. Thus, when celebrating Tyrian
traditions and history the inscription turns to a more exclusive readership.=

Similarly, patron deities and their cults could signify larger social collectives
such as associations, cities, and regions. Foreign cults formed an essential part of the
religious life in Ostia and Puteoli. A connection between a cult of a certain god and
its location of origin was easily made. For example, the Egyptian cult of Isis is well-
attested in both cities and used clearly identifiable imagery linked to Egypt. These and
other Greek or Egyptian gods of sea trade occupied prominent places in Puteoli at the
harbour and in the central quarter of Rione Terra and were also found in Ostia. Still,
other eastern temples, i.e., for Iuppiter Heliopolitanus, were positioned throughout
the city. Furthermore, cults from Anatolia and Syria are attested in Ostia and Puteoli.
They often carry the origin in their name, such as Iupiter Damascenus from Damascus,
Tupiter Heliopolitanus from Heliopolis in modern Libanon, Iupiter Dolichenus from
Doliche in Thessaly, Dea Syria, and Venus Caelestis both from Syria.» Furthermore,
the Tyrian station paid ‘for sacrifices and services (...) in temples’ established in
Puteoli. Here, the plural form of temples refers to the prominence of Tyrian deities
in Puteoli. The upkeep of such sanctuaries satisfied genuine religious needs but also
integrated non-resident members adhering to the same gods in local structures.s

Moreover, while religious cults could be used to express a distinct geographical
origin, religious spaces often actually allowed for the interaction of locals and
non-local traders. An important feature of the ancient religious mentality was the
integration of foreign gods into one’s belief system. For example, the cult of the
magna mater originally from Asia Minor was introduced in the Roman Empire in the
third century B.C.E. The cult quickly became popular and gained a patriotic meaning
connected to the Roman state.» In Ostia, this cult was practised at a large campus
area in the centre, but dedications to the magna mater are also found in Puteoli. A
statue of the god Serapis seated on a throne was found close to the central temple of
the multicultural Piazzale delle Corporazioni complex. A Puteolian inscription from
the first century also describes the travel of the god Serapis from Tyrus to Puteoli
accompanied by the priest Eliem. The travel justified the temples and worship of
the Tyrian god in Puteoli and literally made Serapis a local. Similarly, other foreign
cults quickly found local meanings and followers; their membership was voluntary,
after all.» All the more, local gods of the western provinces remained less distinct
from the Roman gods and lacked cults almost completely. Thus, the religious activity
of these associations would have been almost indistinguishable from their Roman
counterparts.=



The commercial spaces within the city remained rather inclusive spaces. The
diversity of organisations in close vicinity promoted the adherence to integrative
cults such as the imperial cult, the Magna Mater cult, or the cult of the gods Liber
and Libera at the Forum Vinarium.» On the other hand, the harbour district and
areas outside the city housed more exclusive manifestations of origin. Overall, the
expression of origin in Ostia centred more strongly around commercial representation
while Puteoli hosted a more prominent scene of eastern cults. Still, both cities offered
the traders diverse social sites allowing for greater fluidity in expressing or concealing
their origin.

CONCLUSION

Foreign traders used many different places in the cityscape of Roman Puteoli and Ostia
to express social identities related to locality and foreignness. The trader’s presence
was felt the strongest in spaces of collective representation, such as the Piazzale
delle Corporazioni, other trading stations, and religious or origin-based associations.
Individually, traders left a noticeable trace outside of the city through funerary
inscriptions in the necropolis areas. Residential quarters of non-local traders did
not manifest spatially and hint towards little difference in the everyday life between
traders and locals.

Interestingly, the same social sites could emphasise both the traders’ origin
and connections to the community of residence. Stations served as a commercial
representation of certain non-local groups, which was underlined by symbolic imagery
The spatial location of the stations at prominent places in the city facilitated contact
with locals who in turn could use the imagery to identify desired contacts. Specific
associations expressed group-belonging more exclusively within the inner city.
However, at least the foreignness of religious cults was overestimated previously and
these institutions more likely facilitated close contact between different locals and
non-locals. Indeed, non-local individuals and exclusive associations based on origin
still emphasised their connection to local patrons in the same way they expressed
connections to their hometowns. In Ostia and Puteoli, social networks unfolded
spatially and facilitated systems of trust, information, commerce, and reputation.
Hence, traders not only used the same spaces but also the same methods to express
their social identity.

Despite restraints, the options for expressing different aspects of identity
materialised quite literally in a wide range of social sites throughout Ostia and Puteoli
and gave traders a greater agency than previously argued. Here, identity functioned
as a toolbox, Individually, traders moved in the same spaces as their local peers and
could choose to present regional connections and services to participate in the local
community as trustworthy individuals. At the same time, the traders could associate
themselves with their home community to sell certain products, profit from their
reputation, or ask for their support. That said, identity formation in the Roman world
was a highly context-dependent, flexible, and goal-orientated process transcending the
simple binary of integration and segregation.

Jakob Jung is currently completing his research master's in History at Radboud
University. He is interested in ancient and early modern socio-cultural history and
particularly fascinated by the relation of material culture and marginal communities.
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