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I. INTRODUCTION 

The importance of agriculture in the Roman Economy has long been an es-
tablished fact. Though today it is the urban aspects of the Roman economy 
that are best documented, the fact remains that the life of the towns, and the 
wealth of the land—owning elite, existed on the basis provided by the majority 
of the population tilling the land. The dependence of the one on the other 
was a basic fact of life: it continued to characterize the Roman world down to 
Late Antiquity, just as did the separation between the domiciles of the absen-
tee landowners and their profit—yielding farms, and the use of slaves with spe-
cialized skills in positions which could be decisive for their owner's incomes. 

A landowner could be in charge of the running of the farm himself; or 
he could entrust this to a bailiff; or he might prefer to lease out the land. It 
is aspects of the two latter forms of Roman farm management that this book 
will attempt to elucidate. Its chief aim is to examine the role played by the 
bailiff, the vilicus, in Roman agriculture. This will essentially take the form 
of a terminological analysis of titles and functions among the trusted slaves 
and freedmen connected with agriculture: vilicus, actor, atriensis, dispensatQr 

and procurator. The main figure is of course the vilicus himself, but the book 
will not only concentrate on his particular areas of work, responsibilities, 
living conditions and subjection to supervision or inspection by the owner 
of the estate. The purpose is also to analyse the position of the viii cus in the 
hierarchy of the household and to distinguish his role from that of other 
trusted slaves. This can only take the form of a systematic analysis of the 
source material on the above—mentioned job titles in Italy and the Western 
provinces in the period up to Diocletian.' Only in this way is it possible to 
distinguish the role of the bailiff from that of other slaves and freedmen 
entrusted with managerial or supervisory roles in agriculture and ranked at 
the same level as, if not superior to, that of the viii cus. 

The title of this book, "Vilici and Roman Estate Managers until AD 284", 
indicates in itself an affiliation with a long, but not unbroken, tradition of 
analyses on Roman farming. It is a tradition which has at least two princi-
pal approaches, each with its own starting point: the one juridical, the other 
socio—economic. 2 The first was effectively inaugurated by M. Webers "Habil-

1 Late antiquity: J . Percival, Seigneurial Aspects of Late Roman Estate Management, EHR 84

(1969), 449-473; idem, RItal. 3 and Roman Estate Management, in: Hommage aM. Renard 11, (ed.

J . Bibauw), Bruxelles 1969, 607-615; Vera 1986; idem, Strutture agrarie e strutture patrimoniali 

nella tarda antichità: L'aristocrazia romana fra agricoltura e commercio, Opus 2 (1983), 489-533;

idem, Simmaco e le sue proprieth. Struttura e funzionamento di un patrimonio aristocratico del 

quarto secolo d.C., in: Coils que genevois sur Symmaque, (ed. F. Paschoud), Paris 1986, 231-270.

2 Neither K. D. White, A Bibliography of Roman Agriculture, Reading 1970, nor D. Flach et al.,
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itationsschrift" of 1891, "Die römische Agrargeschichte in ihrer Bedeutung 
für das Staats— und Privatrecht", a book which, in some sense, culminated the 
studies of Roman law initiated in the works of Th. Mommsen and A. Meitzen, 
to whom Weber dedicated it. In his still fundamental study, Weber arrives, 
through a careful analysis of agrimensores and the Roman agricultural writ-
ers, at a definition of both the ownership and the taxation of land, as well as 
of the development of the agricultural structure. The book is distinguished 
by the same methodical cogency and high level of abstraction which charac-
terise Weber's other works, but, as the title indicates, it is essentially limited 
to the juridical and political framework. Weber was indeed the first to exploit 
Cato, Varro, and Columella systematically as sources for social and economic 
development, but his reconstruction of the agricultural institutions is char-
acteristically based on an analysis of the legal sources; a consideration of the 
labour force in its socio—economic dimension does not play any significant 
part in the work.3 

This strong tradition of the systematic study of the sources on Roman law 
and administration has not only characterised German historiography of An-
tiquity over the last hundred years: its influence can be traced elsewhere .4 It 
was particularly pronounced around the turn of the century, as exemplified, 
for instance, by the early discussion on the origin and development of the 
Roman colonate. F. C. von Savigny's article, "Ober den römischen Kolonat", 
published in 1822, was the first real contribution to this subject, which N. D. 
Fustel de Coulange was to discuss comprehensively in his pioneering treatise, 
"Le colonat romain" (1885). The discussion concentrated in this case on the 
origin and development of the colonate as expressed in the legal provisions 
of Late Antiquity. The debate intensified following the finds of the inscrip-
tions from the imperial saltus in the Bagradas Valley in Africa Proconsularis. 
At the centre of the discussion, which was mainly conducted by German and 
French scholars, were the conditions of the lease agreements and the legal 
status of coloni, while their social and economic position was only referred 
to superficially.5 

M. I. Rostovtzeff's book on the origin of the colonate is typical in this re-
spect. Despite its disputed theory of a high degree of continuity in social rela-
tions in the countryside in Egypt, Asia Minor, Africa and Sicily, Rostovtzeff's 

Bibliographie zur römischen Agrargeschichte, Paderborn 1991, are complete. 
3 See for instance L. Capogrossi Colognesi, Economie antiche e capitalismo moderno. La sjlda 

di Max Weber, Roma 1990, summarizing a number of earlier studies by the same author; cf. 
J. Deininger's introduction to the Max Weber—Gesamtausgabe 1/2, Tdbingen 1986, and the 
discussion of Mommsen's concept of Roman agriculture in Oehme 1988. 

4K. Christ, Römzsche Geschzchte und deutsche Geschichtswissenschaft, München 1982. In Den-
mark Nørlund 1920 is a good example of this influence, while P. Angelini, G. Giliberti, and A. 
Di Porto continue the strong Italian tradition of studying Roman law. 

5A. Marcone, It colonato tardoantico nella storiograjia moderna (da Fustel de Coulanges ai nos-
tri giorni), Como 1988, versus J.—M. Carrie, Le "colonat du Bas—Empire": un mythe histori-
ographique?, Opus 1 (1982), 351-370; idem, Un roman des origines: les généalogies du "colonat 
du Bas—Empire", Opus 2 (1983), 205-251. Flach 1982 for the African inscriptions.
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"Studien zur Geschichte des rômischen Kolonates" (1910) remains one of 
the most crucial treatises on working conditions in Roman agriculture. Its 
theses are still of surprisingly modern currency. The work in many ways steers 
a middle course between the antiquarian tradition and a modern sociologi-
cal approach, in which the Roman agronomists are used as the main sources 
for social and economic conditions in Roman agriculture.6 

The first attempt at such a socio—economic analysis was made by H. Gum-
merus, in his study of the Roman agronomists, "Der römische Gutsbetrieb 
als wirtschaftlicher Organismus nach den Werken des Cato, Varro und Col-
umella" (1906). This was soon followed by other examinations of the labour 
force in agriculture. 7 W. E. Heitland's monumental, pioneering work, "Agri-
cola. A Study of Agriculture and Rustic Life in the Greco—Roman World from 
the Point of View of Labour" (1921), discusses almost all the information in 
the Greek and Latin sources concerning rural manpower in Antiquity, but his 
eclectic approach risks blurring its overall coherence which was the book's 
primary aim. During the 1920s a number of books and articles appeared, not 
only treating ownership and manpower, but also illuminating other aspects 
of Roman agriculture. In this connection J. Day's and R. C. Carrington's arti-
cles on the Campanian villae rusticae are exemplary. 8 But this trend was not 
immediately followed up: it was not until the 1960s, with the increasing in-
terest in social and economic history, that agriculture once again became an 
important, although not predominant, theme in the exploration of the his-
tory of Rome. It is perhaps no coincidence that the volume on Roman agri-
culture in the "Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft" was not published un-
til 1990, by which time D. Flach's discussion of the archaeological evidence 
was already outdated. 

Other significant advances have been made in contemporary research on 
the socio—economic conditions of Roman agriculture. Since the 1960s a num-
ber of German dissertations have dealt with various economic and social as-
pects of the Roman agricultural writers. 9 At the same time, an increasing 
flow of excavation reports about Roman villae rusticae and investigations of 
the settlement pattern in Italy and in the provinces have considerably en-
hanced our knowledge of these matters over the last twenty years. Among 

6See J. Andreau's preface to the French edition of SEHRE, Hzstoire économzque et socsale de 

l'empire romain, Paris 1988; M. A. Wes, Michael Rostovtzeff Historian in Exile, Stuttgart 1990, and 
J. Carlsen, Historikeren MI. Rostovtzeff, Hellenismestudier2 (1990), 7-17. 

7The majority of these early contributions are in German: Gummerus 1906/1907; F. Schmitt, 
ZurArbeiterfrage in der römischen Landwirtschaft, Diss. München 1910, and G. Hahn, Der Villenbe-

sitz der römischen Grossen in Italien zur Zeit der Republik, Diss. Bonn 1922. 

5 R. C. Carrington, Studies in the Campanian "Villae Rusticae", JRS 21 (1931), 110-130; J. 

Day, Agriculture in the Life of Pompeii, YC1S3 (1932), 165-208. On the Colonate: R. Clausing, 
The Roman Colonate. The Theories of its Origin, New York 1925; van Nostrand 1925. Moreover 
several articles by R. Scalais in MB 1925-1930; Carl 1926 and Mickwitz 1937. 

9 Dohr 1965; Brockmeyer 1968; Kaltenstadler 1978; Oehme 1988; and W. Rinkewitz, Pastio 

Villatica. Untersuchungen zur intensiven HoJlierhaltung in der rbmischen Landwirtschaft, Frankfurt 
a.M. 1984.
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6See J. Andreau's preface to the French edition of SEHRE, Histoire économique et sociale de 
l'empire romain, Paris 1988; M. A. Wes, Michael Rostovtzeff, Historian in Exile, Stuttgart 1990, and 
J. Carlsen, Historikeren M.I. Rostovtzeff, Hellenismestudier 2 (1990), 7-17. 

7The majority of these early contributions are in German: Gummerus 1906/1907; F. Schmitt, 
Zur Arbäterfrage in der römischen Landwirtschaft, Diss. München 1910, and G. Hahn, Der Vülenbe- 
silz der römischen Grossen in Italien zur Zeit der Republik, Diss. Bonn 1922. 

8R. C. Carrington, Studies in the Campanian "Villae Rusticae", _/?tS 21 (1931), 110-130; J. 
Day, Agriculture in the Life of Pompeii, YCISS (1932), 165-208. On the Colonate: R. Clausing, 
The Roman Colonate. The Theories of its Origin, New York 1925; van Nostrand 1925. Moreover 
several articles by R. Scalais in MB 1925-1930; Carl 1926 and Mickwitz 1937. 

9Dohr 1965; Brockmeyer 1968; Kaltenstadler 1978; Oehme 1988; and W. Rinkewitz, Pastio 
Villatica. Untersuchungen zur intensiven Hoftierhaltung in der römischen Landwirtschaft, Frankfurt 
a.M. 1984. 
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them there is a broad spectrum of positions and approaches, all attempt-
ing to a greater or lesser degree to bridge the gap between history and 
archaeology.10 

Another important strand of the socio—economic investigation of Roman 
agriculture is, of course, the strong interest it has always aroused in tradi-
tional Marxist research. Marxist treatments of rural labour are indeed legio. 

That is true for slaves and coloni alike. East—German scholars, in particular, 
published a number of dissertations of varying quality on the subject up to 
1990 . 11 In the former USSR the contributions of E. M. Staerman and V. I. 
Kuztiin can hardly be overestimated. Those of J . Kolendo in Poland and E. 
Maroti in Hungary also deserve mention; the latter wrote several articles on 
the three agricultural writers and various farm types, while Kolendo in his ex-
aminations of labour, productivity and technical progress in Italian agricul-
ture and the colonate in Roman North Africa, like Kuziiin, has rebutted or 
corrected some of the orthodox opinions of Marxism without surrendering 
his professed allegiance to historical materialism.12 

Technical conditions in agriculture bulk large in the comprehensive works 
of K. D. White and J . E. Skydsgaard; the latter has worked on Greek agri-
culture, the composition of the labour force and transhumance. 13 Both, in 
common with a few other writers, have sought to combine the written and 
archaeological sources. Italian scholars, by contrast, have been more tradi-
tional in their approach and choice of sources. E. Gabba and V. A. Sirago 
have continued the Italian tradition going back to G. Tibiletti of examin-
ing the social and political consequences of land concentration in Late Re-
publican Italy through minute analyses of the historians of the period.' 4 L. 
Capogrossi Colognesi and M. Mazza represent, in turn, a more historical 
materialism—inspired approach, which can also be found in more recent Ital-

10The survey of the area around Cosa and the excavation of the Roman villa of Settefinestre 
are probably the best known projects of this particular type: Carandini 1985 and 1988; Carisen 
1984. Other projects: G. Barker & J. Lloyd (eds.), Roman Landscapes. Archaeological Survey in 
the Mediterranean Region, Roma 1991. 

"See G. Prachner's critical review, Zur Bedeutung der antiken Sklaven— und Kolonen-
wirtschaft für den Niedergang des rOmischen Reiches (Bemerkungen zur marxistischen 
Forschung), Historia 22 (1973), 732-756, and Brockmeyer 1968. 

2 M Raskolnikoff, La recherche en union soviétique et l'histoire économique et sociale du monde 
hellénistique et romain, Strasbourg 1975; H. Heinen (ed.), Die Geschichte des Altertums im Spiegel 
der sowjetischen Forschung, Darmstadt 1980. 

13 White's general survey of Roman farming, published in 1970; the other tides of his publi-
cations are self—explanatory: Agricultural Implements of the Roman World, Cambridge 1967; idem, 
Farm Equipment of the Roman World, Cambridge 1975, and Greek and Roman Technology, Lon-
don 1984. FurtherJ. F. Skydsgaard: L'agricoltura greca e romana: tradizioni a confronto, ARID 
16, (1987), 7-24; and with S. Isager: Ancient Greek Agriculture. An Introduction, London 1992. 
M. S. Spurr, Arable Cultivation in Roman Italy c. 200 B. C. - c. A.D. 100, London 1986, follows 
the same trend of detailed examination of the agricultural processes. 

14E Gabba, Gianfranco Tibiletti storico, Athenaeum 55 (1977), 5-18. Further: V. A. Sirago, 
L'agricoltura italiana nel II sec. a. C., Napoli 1971; E. Gabba: Esercito e societd nella tarda repubblica 
romana, Firenze 1973; idem, Del buon uso della ricchezza, Milano 1988.
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ian and French research; it is more commonly found among archaeologists 
than ancient historians. The influence of historical materialism was most 
clearly seen in the debate about the slave mode of production. But in more 
recent years there has been a tendency to displace attention from a theoret-
ical, or ideological, discussion of the ancient economy towards a more com-
prehensive analysis of social and economic conditions in the countryside, us-
ing comparative material and contemporary theories in an examination of 
the various forms of labour and their interaction. 15 

This tendency is exemplified by the late P. W de Neeve's analyses of Italian 
agriculture and in the works of C. R. Whittaker and D. P. Kehoe, who, in their 
treatises on land and labour in North Africa, underline the high degree of 
continuity in social relations in the countryside. 16 It is still too early to speak 
about the consequences of provincial—historical and comparative research, 
which simultaneously attempts to consider local character while at the same 
time adhering to the principal lines of socio—economic development. To sum 
up, it can be seen that there is an abundant and varied body of secondary 
literature on Roman agriculture, although the various forms of management 
and the duties of the trusted slaves have been comparatively neglected until 
recent times. 17 

An analysis of the bailiff's role in Roman agriculture is pertinent to the 
study not only of agriculture, but also of slavery. As is well known, slavery 
in Antiquity has come under intense international scrutiny during the last 
25 years. This extraordinary explosion of interest is best illustrated by N. 
Brockmeyer & J . Vogt's "Bibliographic zur antiken Sklaverei." In the first 
edition of this bibliography, published in 1971, 1707 entries were recorded. 
By 1983 their number had risen to 5162. just over a decade later it is difficult 
to see how any revised edition could still be accommodated within the same 
format, even if it disavowed any claim to completeness. This increase covers 
not only numerous detailed examinations of almost every aspect of slavery, 
but also comprehensive surveys and attempts at synthesis of very varying 
quality. A long succession of scholars, many of them mentioned above, has 
directly or indirectly contributed to the exploration of Roman slavery. Of 
the more recent contributions, the analyses of the slaves' family situation 

15 See for instance the contributions in Soc-ietà romana e produzzone schiavistica I-.II1, (eds. A. 
Giardina & A. Schiavone), Roma 1981, and Societd romana e impero tardoantico I—IV, (ed. A. Giar-
dina), Roma 1986. The most prominent exponent of this tendency, A. Carandini, published and 
commented on K. Marx, "Formen die der kapitalistischen Produktion vorhergehen": L'anatomza 

della scimmia, Torino 1979. See Pleket 1993 for a discussion of the perspectives on comparative 
material, but note the reservations of Garnsey & Saller 1987, 78-82. 

16 See also P. W de Neeve, Peasants in Peril. Location and Economy in Italy in the Second Century 

B. C., Amsterdam 1984; J . Love, The Character of the Roman Agricultural Estate in the Light of 
Max Weber's Economic Sociology, Chiron 16 (1986), 99-146. 

17 See now Kehoe 1992; various works byJ.—J. Aubert, P. Rosaflo, and W. Scheidel, plus contri-
butions in De agyicultura: in memoriam P W de Neeve, (eds. H. Sancisi—Weerdenburg et al), Ams-

terdam 1993. Harris 1993 provides a reliable summary of the trends in the most recent research 
on the Roman economy.
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and living conditions, influenced by modern studies of mentalités, appear 
especially fascinating.18 

L. Friedlãnder's andJ. Marquardt's cultural—historical works from the end 
of the last century, and H. Wallon's monumental "Histoire de l'esclavage dans 
l'Antiquite" (1879), were for a long time the only adequate accounts ofjob ti-
tles and functions among slaves in private households. This has changed over 
the last few decades. However, unlike more recent analyses of the senatorial 
families' columbaria in Rome, 19 the present study will not concentrate on the 
conditions within a single household's familia urbana, but will illustrate in-
stead the position and nomenclature of the elite slaves by focusing on the 
trusted slaves in the countryside. The bailiff has played a surprisingly small 
role in recent literature on Roman agriculture; most scholars have confined 
themselves merely to noting how much attention the Roman agronomists 
pay to the viii cus. It has generally been assumed that the bailiff must have 
been the key figure in agriculture, when the owner was absent and did not 
himself assume control of the running of the farm, but no one has seriously 
questioned this assumption, or discussed the importance and functions of 
the bailiff in a wider social and economic context. 20 By contrast, the impe-
rial and manumitted slaves have been exhaustively discussed. 0. Hirschfeld's 
fundamental work from the beginning of the century has since been sup-
plemented and corrected in a wealth of books and articles, notable among 
which are those of G. Boulvert, P. R. C. Weaver, and H. Chantraine. Despite 
being published almost at the same time, the works of these three scholars 
represent very different traditions both in their formulation of the problems 
and their manner of presentation. This has sometimes resulted in rather vig-
orous controversy on details of the nomenclature and the dating of certain 
titles. 2 ' One feature they share, however, is their thorough analysis of the 
role of the imperial and manumitted slaves in the financial administration. 
In many respects this role is parallel to that of the private managers which 
forms the subject of the present examination. The aim of the present study 
may indeed prove reminiscent of, even complementary to, the work of the 
three afore—mentioned scholars: it poses similar methodological problems, 
and adopts similar methods of source analysis. 

SBrockrnyr 1979 is almost an edited bibliography of the literature up to 1977; see also H 
Tvarnø, Det romershe slaveri - i euro/arisk forskning efter 2. verdenskrig, Kobenhavn 1982. The 
influence from the studies of mentalités is well reflected in some of the contributions to Classical 
Slavery = Slavery and Abolition 8 (1987), (ed. M. I. Finley), and The Family in Ancient Rome. New 
Perspectives, (ed. B. Rawson), London 1986; its appeal is far from having been exhausted. 

19 Commendable examples of studies of private columbaria are Treggiari 1975; Fabre & Roddaz 
1982, and Buonocore 1984. 

20Weber 1891, 238-241; White 1970, 350-354 and 375-376; Kaltenstadler 1978 are exemplary. 
The only surveys on the bailiff in agriculture were until recently Sergeenko 1959 and Maroti 
1976. 

21 Hirschfeld 1905; Boulvert 1970 and 1974; Weaver 1972 and Chantraine 1967; see for in-
stance Chantraine's harsh criticism of P. R. C. Weaver: Zur Nomenklatur und Funktionsangabe 
kaiserlicher Freigelassener, Historia 24 (1975), 603-616.
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Sources and approach 

The first problem we face is how to connect viii ci and other managers such as 
actores, dispensatores and pro curatores specifically with agriculture, and how to 
define their respective duties. In his study on Cicero's household A. Garland 
writes: "The lack ofjob titles among Cicero's domestics showed that he owned 
too few slaves to allocate them to a particular job." 22 This judgement may 
be questioned. Cicero's letters show, on the contrary, that while the exact 
titles of the slaves may have been were unimportant to him, the particular 
duties they were each expected to perform were not. The terminology ofjob 
titles itself poses problems. For example, what duties are covered by the titles 
aviarius and gailinarius? They are used respectively by Columella and Varro, 
in connection with viiiatica pastio. 23 They have been commonly explained 
as two slaves, each with his own duties: the aviarius is supposed to have 
been responsible for all the bird breeding, while the so—called gaiiinarius was 
confined to looking after the poultry. Recent studies have shown, however, 
that they are synonyms used by different authors, and thus refer to slaves 
who had the same duties but different titles. 24 

On the other hand, viii cus is an example of a job title covering different 
areas of work. 25 Viiicus thus designates not only a bailiff in agriculture, but 
such disparate roles as superintendents of gardens and libraries, and civil ser-
vants variously employed in the financial administration, in tax—collection or 
in water—supply. Actores, dispensatores, and pro curatores also had very different 
tasks. 26 Thus it cannot be automatically assumed that a viiicus mentioned in 
an inscription is connected with agriculture. In several instances this uncer-
tainty is dispelled by associated epigraphic evidence in the same inscription; 
some slaves indicate their function by an adjective added to their title. But 
sometimes only the abbreviation vii. occurs, and in these instances context 
and provenance must be decisive for the interpretation of the function of 
the slave in question. 

The methodological problems would be further compounded if our anal-
ysis of terminology, which is one of this book's chief aims, were to include 
both Latin and Greek sources. Although bilingual inscriptions from the im-
perial period give the Greek word for the most important job titles, it cannot 
be assumed that it is synonymous with its Latin equivalent. The Greek titles 
are not technical terms to the same extent; they are more elastic in meaning. 
Thus "oikonomos" is used for viii cus as well as dispensator and actor. 17 Simi-

22 Garland1992, 164. 
23 Co1. VIII.3.3; VIII.5.14 and VTIII.11.12 (aviarius); Varr. R.R 111.9.7 (gallinarius). 

24E Scuotto, Una figura di schiavo specializzato: L' aviarius di Columella, Athenaeum 64 (1986), 
461-465, contra S. Andrei, Aspects du vocabulaire agricole latin, Roma 1981. 

25 Like most other scholars, I prefer the philologically correct spelling of vilicus in preference 
to villicus, which is used by Columella and in a few inscriptions: GIL V 2803; GIL VI 615 and 
GIL IX 3517. 

26Examples in Bloch 1892; Lafaye 1912; Liebenam 1903; Vulic 1922 and Garlsen 1992b. 
27Dispensator = "oikonomos": GIL 111 333 = III 13649a. Vilicus = "oikonomos": GIL 111 447 =
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larly, "epitropos", which means bailiff in Xenophon's "Oikonomikos", is also 
used by Greek writers from the imperial period for procurator.28 J .-J . Aubert, 
referring to sources from Late Antiquity like Ausonius, argues for "epitropos" 
being synonymous with procurator, and "oikonomos" with vilicus; but such a 
clear—cut division is not possible on the basis of the existing sources. 29 The 
same terminological ambiguity is found in papyri from Egypt; on the basis 
of the so—called Heroninos archive from the third century AD, D. Rathbone 
has concluded that "it seems that the titles cheiristes, epitropos and oikonomos 

did not denote specific functions but were synonyms meaning "manager" or 
"administrator". "30 But the same does not apply to vilici, actores, and procu-

ratores, for they had different functions and belonged to different orders. 
Our second main problem is how to define, interpret, and assess the value 

of, the relevant sources. In examining the role of the vilicus, it goes without 
saying that the Roman agricultural writers Cato, Varro, and Columella must 
occupy a central position. The fourth extant Roman agronomists, Palladius, 
falls outside the chronological framework of this work; but it is worth noting 
that Palladius does not use the word vilicus, even though Columella was 
presumably his main source. 3 ' On the other hand, in the first book of his 
Opus agriculturaea procurator and a so—called agri praesul are each mentioned 
once; they both had managerial functions in agriculture, but otherwise it is 
mainly rustici and coloni that are mentioned in the work .32 

The Roman agricultural writers, with their detailed instructions concern-
ing both methods of cultivation and management, make them, in many re-
spects, outstanding sources. They all wrote on the basis of personal experi-
ence. Yet it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between the descriptive and 
normative elements in their works. Nor are their treatises, on closer inspec-

III 7149 = ILS 1862; GIL 111 555 = 111 7287 = ILS 1867. Actor = "oikonomos": GIL IX 425 = ILS 

3197, and IG XIV 688; Boulvert 1970, 433-434. 
28 "Epitropos" in the sense of vilicus appears from Col. XI.1.5, where Cicero's translation 

of Xenophon's "Oikonomikos" is quoted. It would have been interesting to know the Greek 
name for Kimon's bailiffs, mentioned by Cicero in Off. 11.64. See further C. Audring, Ober den 
Gutsverwalter (epitropos) in der attischen Landwirtschaft des 5. und des 4. Jh. v.u.Z., Klio 55 
(1973), 109-116. 

29AUs. Ep. 26; Aubert 1994, 141-143. 
30Rathbone 1991, 62; see further Crawford 1976, 51-52; Kehoe 1992, 18-29; Marinovif et at. 

1992, 98, and Teitler 1993, 209-210. 
31 Among the many more recent articles on Palladius

-
the following should be mentioned: W. 

Kaltenstadler, Arbeits— und Führungskrãfte im Opus Agriculturae von Palladius, Klio 66 (1984), 
223-229; idem, Betriebsorganisation und betriebswirtschaftliche Fragen im Opus agriculturae von 
Palladius, in: Festschrift S. Lauffer II, (eds. H. J . Kalcyk et at.), Roma 1986, 501-557; F. Morgen-
stern, Die Auswertung des opus agriculturae des Palladius zu einigen Fragen der spatantiken 
Wirtschaftsgeschichte, Klio 71(1989), 179-192. 

32 Pall. 1.6.18; 1.36.1. V.I. Kuzilfin, Le caractère de la main—d'oeuvre dans un domaine du We 
siècle d'après le traité de Palladius, in: Actes du cotta que sur l'esclavage 1975, Warszawa 1979, 239-
255; Ed. Frézouls, La vie rurale au Bas—Empire d'après l'oeuvre de Palladius, Ktema 5 (1980), 
193-210, thinks that these functions are a relic from earlier writers and do not reflect the 
conditions in the 5th century. Flach 1990, 204-215; Rosaflo 1994, 153-155.
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don, as homogenous as they might appear at first sight. That applies not only 
to scope and style, but also to the differences in the importance they severally 
attached to various aspects of production and organisation. Some areas are 
thus only treated cursorily, while others are subjected to a searching analysis, 
criticising the concepts and opinions voiced by others. 

Cato's De agri cultura is the oldest and also the briefest of the three hand-
books. Its strange mixture of concrete instructions and general assumptions 
has given rise to much speculation about the origin of the work. The the-
ory that it consists of records and notes which Cato himself did not manage 
to revise carefully before his death in 149 BC seems the most convincing. 
Thus, the two chapters on vilicus and vilica seem like later additions, sup-
plementing the preliminary passage about the bailiff. 33 Already in his pref-
ace Cato affirms that farming is not only the most esteemed profession but 
also the most secure investment. Landed property is above all an investment. 
The first chapter of De agri cultura thus contains guidance on the purchase 
or construction of a new farm: 

Praedium quom parare cogitabis, sic in animo habeto.34 

Many of Cato's other, more practical directions clearly reflect his own per-
sonal experience. Apart from his ancestral farm at Tusculum, Cato's prop-
erties probably also included an olive plantation of 240 iugera at Venafrum 
and a vineyard of 100 iugera at Casinum.3a The passages on the labour force 
and the superintendence of the farm are of a different, more general char-
acter; their instructions are also applicable to areas outside Campania and 
southern Latium. These chapters are often quoted and commented on by 
later writers and constitute the natural point of departure for an analysis of 
the bailiffs function and significance in Roman agriculture. 

Cato's description is aimed at estates characterized by the market—oriented 
production of wine, olives and grain, and to a lesser extent of other vegetable 
and animal produce, and staffed by a permanent workforce of slaves under 
the supervision of a bailiff. The question is when and to what extent this type 
of farm became predominant in the Italian peninsula. There is no question 
that Livy's reference to villae in connection with the wars of the fifth century 
BC must be anachronistic; the period between 200 BC and AD 200 is nor-
mally considered as the heyday of slavery, even though some scholars have 
argued for a shorter period. 36 At any rate it is striking how much broader 

55 Cato, agr. V; CXLII and CXLIII. Thielscher 1963, 342-343. White 1973, 447-448, supplies 
a brief summary with references to the discussion about the genesis of the work; Purcell 1985, 
5, thinks that the work "is in places clearly addressed to the vilicus of the villa". See further 
Castello 1972 and 1973, as well as A. E. Astin, Cato the Censor, Oxford 1978. 

34 Cato, agr. 1.1: "When you are thinking of acquiring a farm, keep in mind these points." 
35 Plut. Cat. Mai. 1.1; Thielscher 1963, 17-18; Gabba & Pasquinucci 1979, 29-31, and KuziMin 

1984, 33. The latter thinks the work should be dated to the early 180s BC. 
36 See Finley 1980 and Hopkins 1978. Most recently, in his preface to Kolendo 1980, Carandini 

has argued for 100 BC to AD 100; Carandini 1988, 287-326.
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the geographical horizon is in Varro's De re rustica, which the eighty—year-
old writer dedicated to his wife in 37 BC. Its systematic organization, and the 
form it takes of dialogues between experienced landowners, make the De re 
rustica markedly different from Cato's De agri cultura. But the differences in 
content are hardly less conspicuous and attest to the rapid development of 
agriculture in the Late Republic. 37 The second book of Varro's treatise is ex-
clusively concerned with animal husbandry, while the third is devoted to the 
specialized villatica pastio, which Varro himself practised on his farm near 
Casinum. Only the first book deals with agriculture proper; it is mainly taken 
up with a systematic examination of farming and a calendar defining the var-
ious tasks and specifying when each of them was to be carried out. 38 In these 
passages the labour force is only mentioned sporadically, because Varro had 
already treated this theme in the first part of the book, in the section on the 
farm and its equipment: 

Defundi quattuorpartibus, quae cum solo haerent, et alteris quattuos 
quae extra fundum sunt et ad culturam pertinent, dixi. Nunc dicam, 
agri quibus rebus colantur Quas res alii dividunt in duas partes, 
in homines et adminicula hominum, sine quibus rebus colere non 
possunt; alii in tres partes, instrumenti genus vocale et semivocale 
et mutum, vocale, in quo sunt servi, semivocale, in quo sunt boves, 
mutum, in quo sunt plaustra.39 

Instrumentum vocale is one of the most quoted and most often misinterpreted 
terms from the ancient sources. It is not merely a definition of slaves; it is 
used as an antithesis to animals and tools and covers all types of labour.40 
Varro's presentation here is schematic, but still contains a lot of information 
about the conditions of the rustic slaves and the duties and privileges of the 
bailiff, which complement and give nuance to Cato's description. 

In many passages Varro draws attention to diverse methods of cultivation 
in different parts of Italy, and even further afield; surprisingly he often uses 
Spain as a parallel. This tendency to adduce areas other than Italy becomes 
even more marked in Columella's Dc re rustica dating to the 60s AD. Here 
Spain, Gaul and North Africa are frequently mentioned, althou gh the Italian 

37Varr. ]R I.I. See Skydsgaard 1968; Maroti 1970 and White 1973 for the earlier literature 
Dohr 1965 offers a comparative analysis of Cato and Varro, but note J . E. Skydsgaard's critique: 
Nuove ricerche sulla villa rustica Romana fino all'epoca di Traiano, ARID 5 (1969), 25-40. 

38Varr. RB. 1.29-36. In addition Skydsgaard 1968, 43-63. 
39Varr. RB. 1.17.1: "I have now discussed the four divisions of the estate which are concerned 

with the soil, and the second four; which are exterior to the soil but concern its cultivation; now 
I turn to the means by which land is tilled. Some divide these into two parts: men, and those aids 
to men without which they cannot cultivate; others into three: the class of instruments which is 
articulate, the inarticulate, and the mute; the articulate comprising the slaves, the inarticulate 
comprising the cattle, and the mute comprising the vehicles." 

40 G. Per!, Zu Varros instrumentum vocale, Klio 59 (1977), 423-429; Skydsgaard 1980, 68; W. 
Htibner, Varros instrumentum vocate im Kontext der antiken Fachwissenschaften, Mainz 1984, contra 
Staerman 1969a, 82, and Brockmeyer 1968, 111.
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peninsula still remains at the centre of the author's attention. 41 Columella 
provides what is by far the most comprehensive and systematic introduction 
to Roman farming: it runs to twelve books in all. But his treatise is at the same 
time the most propagandist of the three handbooks. Columella's declared 
aim is to re—create the reputation of agriculture and increase its profitability: 
small yields, in his opinion, are not normally due to impoverished soil or 
unfavourable climate, but to poor management: 

Nec ... reor violentia caeli nobis ista, sed nostro potius accidere 

vitio, qui rem rusticam pessimo cuique servorum velut carnzjlci 

noxae dedimus, quam maiorum nostrorum optimus quiscjue ci op-

time tractaverat.42 

It is in particular viticulture which commands Columella's attention. His cal-
culations of the average return on a vineyard of 7 iugera is only one of the 
many arguments in favour of this crop being the most profitable.43 

The Dc re rustica was, as Columella himself explains, originally planned to 
cover only ten books. But he then added a further two, since he had been 
urgently requested to elaborate on the description of the bailiff's functions. 
The topos is of course something of a literary convention. All the same, it 
is remarkable that Columella should have thought it necessary to write two 
separate books on the vilicus and vilica respectively. It is an indication of 
the trusted slave's prominent position in agriculture and the crucial role he 
played: the account as a whole can be seen as an expression of Columella's 
efforts to strengthen controls by means of the bailiff and thus create more 
efficient farming. 

The passages on farming in Pliny the Elder's Naturalis Historia have much 
the same aim, but make different suggestions about how to achieve an im-
provement. This applies to the 16th and 17th books about trees and wine, 
and more especially to the 18th and 19th books, which contain inter alia an 
agricultural calendar. In the preface to his Natural History Pliny explicitly 
mentions Cato and Varro as two of his models, but in the above—mentioned 
books it is in particular Cato he quotes. His description of the duties of the 
bailiff, following immediately after some strongly polemical remarks about 
the land concentration in Italy and North Africa, is especially indebted to 

41 R Martin, Etat present des etudes sur Columelle, A.NRWII.32.3 ( 1985), 1959-1979, provides 
an outline of the life and work of Columella with relevant references. An earlier study, Carl 
1926, still retains its value, while Gummerus 1906, Skydsgaard 1961, and Kaltenstadler 1978 are 
comparative analyses of the three agricultural writers. 

42 Co1 I.pr.3: "And, furthermore, I do not believe that such misfortunes come upon us as 
a result of the fury of the elements, but rather because of our own fault; for the matter of 
husbandry, which all the best of our ancestors had treated with the best of care, we have delivered 
over to all the worst of our slaves, as if to a hangman for punishment." 

43 Co1. 111.3. Assessments of the account vary strongly: Mickwitz 1937; Duncan—Jones 1982, 33-
62, contra Carandini 1983; R. Etienne, La comptabilité de Columelle, in: Les "Devaluations" a 

Rome 11, Roma 1980, 121-128. Furthermore, see de Neeve 1985; Kehoe 1988b.
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him. 44 On the other hand, Pliny often criticises Columella: an antagonism 
which contemporary research has construed as a reflection of the contrast 
between two different agricultural ideals in the first century AD .15 One au-
thor has even called Pliny "l'anti—Columella", 46 as Columella is supposed to 
have wanted to further intensive and closely monitored vilicus—led agricul-
ture, while Pliny fantasizes about the "good old days" when the owner himself 
was in charge of the running of the estate: 

Bene colere necessarium est, optime damnosum, praeterquam subole 

suo colono aut pascendis alioqui colente domin047 

Whether this contrast actually existed is open to question. But what is be-
yond doubt is that, in those books of his Natural History devoted to agri-
culture, Pliny had a wider polemical purpose: he wanted to counter the lux-

uria and otium which characterized the days of Nero, and which can be 
glimpsed in other sections of the Natural History, by inculcating a kind of 
moral rearmament. 48 

The Roman agricultural writers and Pliny the Elder reflect to a greater 
or lesser extent the normal practice of the market—oriented farm, on which 
the owner himself did not live permanently, but delegated its running to 
a resident bailiff. Close reading of Cato, Varro, and Columella, however, 
reveals that side by side with the slave—run villa rustica other types of estate 
existed and interacted with it. Subsistence farmings never vanished entirely; 
the smallholders served as a labour reserve for the slave—run estates, and 
indeed many of the instructions in the handbooks presuppose easy access to 
extra manpower. 49 

The letters of Pliny the Younger constitute an important supplement to 
the agricultural writers, and give us a rare insight into the practical problems 

44 Plin. H.N. XVHI.36: Dehinc peritia vilicorum in cura habenda est, multaque de his Cato prae-

cepit (The next point requiring attention is the efficiency of bailiffs, and Cato has given many in-
structions with regard to these). Work calendar: Plin. H.N XVIII.207-325. Heitland 1921, 281-
287, and M. Frederiksen, Plinio ii Vecchio e l'agricoltura in eta imperiale romana: gli aspetti 
tecnici ed economici, in: Tecnologia economia e societd net mondo romano, Como 1980, 81-97. 

4°A critique of Columella is found in several places: Pun. H.N. XVIII.70: In tantum fallitur 
Columella (So greatly is Columella mistaken). Martin 1971, 375-388, overinterprets the contrast 
between Columella and Pliny: J. C. Dumont, Quelques aspects de l'esclavage et de l'bconomie 
agraire chez Pline, in: Pline l'Ancien. Tdmoin de son temps, (ed. J. Pigeaud), Salamanca/ Nantes 
1987,293-306. 

46 Giliberti 1981, 78. 
47 Plin. H.N XVIII.38: "Good farming is essential, but superlatively good farming spells ruin, 

except when the farmer runs the farm with his own family or with persons whom he is in any 
case bound to maintain." 

45j. Isager, Pliny on Art and Society. The Elder Pliny 's Chapters on the History of Art, Odense 
1991. 

45j. M. Frayn, Subsistence Farming in Roman Italy, London 1979; V. I. KuziMin, L'azienda 
contadina dell'antica Roma come modello economico, in: Schiavitü e produzione nella Roma 
repubblicana, (ed. I. Biezunska—Malowist), Roma 1986, 209-246; Garnsey 1980 and Skydsgaard 
1980.
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him.44 On the other hand, Pliny often criticises Columella: an antagonism 
which contemporary research has construed as a reflection of the contrast 
between two different agricultural ideals in the first century AD.45 One au- 
thor has even called Pliny Tanti-Columella",46 as Columella is supposed to 
have wanted to further intensive and closely monitored vilicus-\&á agricul- 
ture, while Pliny fantasizes about the "good old days" when the owner himself 
was in charge of the running of the estate; 

Bene colere necessarium est, optime damnosum, praeterquam subole 
suo colono aut pas cenáis alioqui colente domino^' 

Whether this contrast actually existed is open to question. But what is be- 
yond doubt is that, in those books of his Natural History devoted to agri- 
culture, Pliny had a wider polemical purpose: he wanted to counter the lux- 
uria and otium which characterized the days of Nero, and which can be 
glimpsed in other sections of the Natural History, by inculcating a kind of 
moral rearmament.48 

The Roman agricultural writers and Pliny the Elder reflect to a greater 
or lesser extent the normal practice of the market-oriented farm, on which 
the owner himself did not live permanently, but delegated its running to 
a resident bailiff. Close reading of Cato, Varrò, and Columella, however, 
reveals that side by side with the slave-run villa rustica other types of estate 
existed and interacted with it. Subsistence farmings never vanished entirely; 
the smallholders served as a labour reserve for the slave-run estates, and 
indeed many of the instructions in the handbooks presuppose easy access to 
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faced by a senator in the running of his farms. These letters have been 
subjected to a number of important studies in recent years. 50 The crucial 
question, in assessing the value of the letters as a source, is whether Pliny 
can be considered at all representative. In many respects Pliny was a typical 
senator of the period around AD 100, as established most recently by P. W. 
de Neeve. The letters show a basic knowledge of the principles of estate 
management. But though Pliny is interested in the running of his farms, 
and in the social and economic conditions of his tenants, the problems of 
his estates in Umbria and around lake Como are not allowed to overshadow 
his life as senator and writer. 51 

In the remainder of the literary sources scattered passages and remarks 
are found throwing further light on the trusted slaves. In quantity, Cicero is 
the most important source, but Horace, the two Senecas and Martial are also 
valuable. The use of fiction as a source material, notably Plautus, Petronius 
and Apuleius, raises the question of the degree of realism in these works and 
the factual reliability of the information they contain. This will be assessed 
in each case individually with due regard to genre and time of composition, 
but some brief preliminary remarks on the use of the comedies of Plautus 
in particular as a source may be made here. 

Only a few of Plautus' twenty comedies are of any relevance to this study. 
The great majority of his plays take place in the city, and rural concerns are 
not mentioned at all in them, or only in a perfunctory way. However, the 
key issue is whether it is possible to distinguish between the conventional 
features and exaggerations of comedy on the one hand, and the social and 
economic realities behind the comic elements on the other. As first shown 
by E. Fraenkel and later supported by other studies, while Plautus chose 
nominally to set his plays in the Greek world, and adopted Menander's Attic 
comedies as a model, it is unmistakenly Romans that are being depicted in 
them. 52 

One source, perhaps paradoxically, that plays only a very minor role in the 
present book is Virgil, despite the fact that the theme in both the Georgics 
and the Eclogues is country life. The descriptions of these poems are so idyl-
lic, their vision of pastoral life so idyllic, that they are more suitable sources 
for the Virgil's poetic ideas about the countryside than for the actual social 
and economic conditions in Italian agriculture around the time when Octa-
vian came to power.' In the bucolic poems, pastores, who were slaves, are in-

5 Sher win—White 1966; Sirago 1958; Martin 1967 and KuzilSin 1984, 216-250; Kehoe 1988b, 
1989 and 1993; Rosaflo 1993a and to a lesser extent W. Backhaus, Plinius derJiingere und die 
Perspektiven des italischen Arbeitskräftepotentials seiner Zeit, Klio 69 (1987), 138-151. 

51 De Neeve 1990, 397-399. Mazza 1979, 447: "un personaggio tipico." 
2A positive assessment of Plautus as a source for economic and social relations in his time 

can be found in Hindsholm 1990, andJ. Dingel, Herren und Skiaven bei Plautus, Gymnasium 88 
(1981), 489-504; Spranger 1984, on the contrary, seems unreasonably conservative, or sceptical, 
in his assessment. 	 - 

53 17or Virgil as a source in general see: Heitland 1921, 218-241, and Martin 1971, 107-210.
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faced by a senator in the running of his farms. These letters have been 
subjected to a number of important studies in recent years.30 The crucial 
question, in assessing the value of the letters as a source, is whether Pliny 
can be considered at all representative. In many respects Pliny was a typical 
senator of the period around AD 100, as established most recently by P. W. 
de Neeve. The letters show a basic knowledge of the principles of estate 
management. But though Pliny is interested in the running of his farms, 
and in the social and economic conditions of his tenants, the problems of 
his estates in Umbria and around lake Como are not allowed to overshadow 
his life as senator and writer.01 

In the remainder of the literary sources scattered passages and remarks 
are found throwing further light on the trusted slaves. In quantity, Cicero is 
the most important source, but Horace, the two Senecas and Marnai are also 
valuable. The use of fiction as a source material, notably Plautus, Petronius 
and Apuleius, raises the question of the degree of realism in these works and 
the factual reliability of the information they contain. This will be assessed 
in each case individually with due regard to genre and time of composition, 
but some brief preliminary remarks on the use of the comedies of Plautus 
in particular as a source may be made here. 

Only a few of Plautus' twenty comedies are of any relevance to this study. 
The great majority of his plays take place in the city, and rural concerns are 
not mentioned at all in them, or only in a perfunctory way. However, the 
key issue is whether it is possible to distinguish between the conventional 
features and exaggerations of comedy on the one hand, and the social and 
economic realities behind the comic elements on the other. As first shown 
by E. Fraenkel and later supported by other studies, while Plautus chose 
nominally to set his plays in the Greek world, and adopted Menander's Attic 
comedies as a model, it is unmistakenly Romans that are being depicted in 
them.02 

One source, perhaps paradoxically, that plays only a very minor role in the 
present book is Virgil, despite the fact that the theme in both the Georgics 
and the Eclogues is country life. The descriptions of these poems are so idyl- 
lic, their vision of pastoral life so idyllic, that they are more suitable sources 
for the Virgil's poetic ideas about the countryside than for the actual social 
and economic conditions in Italian agriculture around the time when Octa- 
vian came to power.53 In the bucolic poems, pastores, who were slaves, are in- 
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