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Introduction

The creation of burial spaces is consubstantial to humankind, but in Antiquity in-
scribing texts associated to tombs was a common practice only in the Mediterra-
nean.1 Production of epitaphs steadily increased in the Greek world from the clas-
sical period onwards and spread across the Roman Empire. Half a million Greek 
and Latin inscriptions, mainly epitaphs, attest to a cultural phenomenon of great 
chronological and geographical dimensions. In the regions under Roman rule, the 
epigraphic habit became a characteristic of the middle and upper classes, who were 
concerned with perpetuating the remembrance and descendance of the dead. Even 
though funerary inscriptions were sometimes modest, the ‘materiality of mourn-
ing’ rarely expressed a lower social position.2 In other words, the great majority 
of the Roman world’s population, who were poor and illiterate, were buried with-
out epitaphs. Consequently, the distribution and numbers of funerary inscriptions 
can be deceptive, since they show an epigraphic practice which was geographically 
widespread, but socially more limited. Inscriptions were clearly present in public 
space in the form of official texts inscribed on behalf of rulers, but they were much 
more present in private space with a huge number of funerary inscriptions that 
far exceeded all other categories of inscriptions. For instance, according to an in-
ventory made at the beginning of the last century, epitaphs represented about two-
thirds of the Hellenistic and Roman inscriptions of Kyzikos on the Propontis.3 This 
flourishing Greek city is exemplary in the constant dominance of funerary inscrip-
tions but, of course, this imbalance is not specific to Greek epigraphy nor limited 
to Asia Minor. The present study will focus on Greek funerary inscriptions of Late 
Antique Asia Minor in the period of sustained epigraphic production from the 3rd 
until the mid-6th c. AD. Indeed, Asia Minor is the region of the Roman East where in-
scribing texts remained vigorous for the longest period. Epigraphic resilience gives 

	 1	 For having emended this paper I want to express my gratitude towards Michael Feather-
stone and Stephen Mitchell.

	 2	 Newby/Toulson 2019.
	 3	 Hasluck 1910, 263–295; Habicht 2014; more broadly Mitchell 2017a, 276 f. Sadly, the 

epigraphic corpus of Kyzikos is still incomplete, and one relies upon the volumes edited 
by Elmar Schwertheim (I. Kyzikos; I. Miletupolis). An updating, comprehensive edition 
of the inscriptions of Kyzikos is greatly needed and waited. See already comments and 
corrections of Robert/Robert 1980, 432–442.

https://doi.org/10.17885/heiup.1176.c16236


234 Sylvain Destephen

evidence of social stability and provides a unique opportunity to examine the evo-
lution of epitaphs on the basis of extensive documentation. After a brief examina-
tion of the main characteristics of funerary inscriptions in Late Antique Asia Minor, 
the paper will examine changes in the decoration and text of epitaphs which docu-
ment religious and funerary transformations in later Roman society.

Changes in Asia Minor’s Late Antique Epigraphy

Dominance of funerary epigraphy was reinforced in Late Antiquity as the Roman 
epigraphic habit underwent a number of major alterations. It is unnecessary to re-
peat the topic of a previous paper presented at the 49th symposium of the Society 
for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies held in Oxford in March 2016, and I shall 
limit myself to briefly recalling the main conclusions of this research devoted to a 
phenomenon that I have called the process of ‘Byzantinisation’ of Late Antique epig-
raphy.4 The evolution can be characterised by five major features that explain why 
funerary inscriptions represented a huge part of the epigraphic production in Late 
Antiquity. The first major feature is a global, irreversible and definitive decrease of 
the inscriptions produced in the later Roman Empire compared to the previous pe-
riod. Examination of the corpus of inscriptions of any part of Asia Minor reveals a 
dramatic decrease in epigraphic production. Every city was affected, even the larg-
est cities of Ionia and Caria such as Ephesos, Smyrna, Miletos and Aphrodisias (Fig. 1). 
The number of inscriptions produced from the 4th to the 7th c. AD was modest com-
pared to the texts inscribed during the Hellenistic and above all Roman period. The 
latter can be truly regarded as the epigraphic golden age of Asia Minor and spanned 
the 1st to the 3rd c. AD.5 Generally speaking, whatever the region or city under scru-
tiny, inscriptions produced in Late Antiquity represent only 5 to 10 % of all texts in-
scribed in Antiquity: the decrease was therefore steep and impressive.6

The spectacular and definitive decline of inscriptions was not limited to Asia 
Minor, far from it. In a previous paper published in 2011, I studied the geograph-
ical and chronological distribution of Latin and Greek inscriptions in the Central 
Balkans, that is, from the Adriatic and Thrace to the Danube Valley and Higher 
Macedonia.7 According to a careful examination of local corpora of inscriptions 

	 4	 Destephen 2020.
	 5	 In Ephesos, among 2590 Greek and Latin inscriptions, 210 were inscribed in Late Antiq-

uity; in Smyrna, 45 out of 905 inscriptions belong to the same period; in Miletos, 65 out of 
1580; in Aphrodisias, 254 out of 1703. Counting are based upon I. Aphrodisias Late Ant.; 
I. Ephesos; I. Milet; I. Smyrna.

	 6	 Many more figures and examples are provided by Mitchell 2017a, 273–275.
	 7	 Destephen 2011. See also the remarkable, pioneering survey of Gerov 1980; for archae-

ological evidence of Late Antique tombs (including some inscriptions) see the contribu-
tion Valeva in this volume.
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and main epigraphic and archaeological journals, I was able to count and locate 
some 1600 Latin inscriptions and about 3300 Greek texts inscribed on stone from 
the time of Augustus, who definitively seized personal power in 27 BC, to the Sev-
eran dynasty, which ended in 235 AD. For the Late Antique period in the same re-
gion, I counted about 135 Latin inscriptions and some 500 Greek inscriptions: Latin 
epigraphic production was diminished to a twelfth and Greek to a sixth in volume. 
This striking difference can be explained by the scale and location of the barbar-
ian invasions, which primarily plagued Latin-speaking Danubian provinces, whilst 
Greek-speaking regions were relatively less affected though by no means spared.8 
If the considerable drop in epigraphic production in the Balkans can be explained 
by insecurity, on the other hand, Asia Minor also experienced a significant plunge 
in the number of inscriptions, even though it was less affected by attack and sack-
ing by rampaging barbarians. Since the political and military situation will not suf-
fice to explain the general decline of the Roman epigraphic habit, we must look for 
other explanations.

	 8	 The political and military situation of the Balkans in Late Antiquity has been investi-
gated by Bavant 2004, 320–341; Sarantis 2016.
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It is worth noting that in Late Antiquity inscriptions became rarer in the Central 
Balkans and increasingly expressed the position and view of privileged citizens. 
This phenomenon is perceptible across the Roman Empire and evidenced in Asia 
Minor. I shall call this second feature the ‘elitisation’ of Late Antique epigraphy. We 
have seen in the introduction of this paper that inscribing inscriptions, even funer-
ary, remained a social and cultural practice limited to the socially and culturally 
privileged part of the Graeco-Roman population in Asia Minor. In Late Antiquity, 
epigraphic decrease affected the upper classes to a lesser degree, since they became 
proportionally more conspicuous. Public and private inscriptions displayed mu-
nicipal elites, officials of the Roman State, which was more bureaucratic than pre-
viously, and membership in the senatorial order that had increased. Elitisation of 
Late Antique inscriptions also took on a spatial dimension as epigraphic production 
tended to be concentrated in some urban centres where the civil elite lived and re-
mained attached to the social practice of epigraphy. The third characteristic of Late 
Antique inscriptions is directly related to the process of elitisation: a strong and 
distinctive inclination to epigrams. I shall call this phenomenon the ‘metrification’ 
of Late Antique epigraphy. The later Roman ruling class had versified honorary 
and funerary inscriptions commissioned with an unprecedented passion. Poetry 
on stone was an important cultural marker that reflected the Late Antique elite’s 
strong attachment, at least in form, to classical literature.9 However, it should be 
noted that versified inscriptions were rare compared to the great amount of prose 
inscriptions.

Christianisation and standardisation are the last two main characteristics of 
Late Antique epigraphy and had a direct influence on the funerary epigraphy 
treated in this study. Asia Minor shares with the city of Rome the particularity of 
preserving the largest corpus of early Christian inscriptions. Here, ‘early Christian’ 
refers precisely to the period before the Roman State legalised Christianity. I have 
counted in Asia Minor about 280 inscriptions prior to the emperor Constantine, to 
which Norbert Zimmermann has added a dozen more in Ephesos, Roger Bagnall 
three or four in Smyrna, and Peter Thonemann half a dozen in Phrygia.10 The quan-
tity of early Christian inscriptions, almost all epitaphs, proves the precociousness 
and extent of the process of Christianisation in Asia Minor. Due to this unusual re-
ligious context, it is hardly surprising to note, from Constantine’s rule onwards, a 
remarkable expansion of Christian inscriptions with a strong presence of Christian 
clergy. This is a collateral aspect of the elitisation of Late Antique epigraphy. The fi-
nal characteristic of inscriptions of Late Antiquity is an increasing standardisation, 
although this term is not quite satisfactory. Whilst there was a large array and great 

	 9	 Destephen 2020, 25–28.
	 10	 Destephen 2010a; Zimmermann 2011, 402–404; Zimmermann 2016, 751–753; Bagnall 

et al. 2016, 45–47; MAMA XI nos 37, 41, 44, 82, 139, 150, 164 (nos 17, 40, 165, 177 and 181 may 
be early Christian or Jewish inscriptions). See also Tabbernee 2013, 287–301; Mitchell 
2014.
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diversity of Hellenistic and early Roman inscriptions – even though we have seen 
that epitaphs already represented the bulk of the epigraphic production in these 
periods – epigraphic diversity considerably decreased during the last centuries of 
Antiquity in favour of epitaphs. Imperial, municipal and public inscriptions dimin-
ished considerably, except in a few metropolises such as Ephesos in Ionia, Aphro-
disias in Caria or Hierapolis in Phrygia.11 In most cities, epitaphs represent more 
than 90 % of the preserved Late Antique inscriptions. In other words, studying in-
scriptions of Late Antiquity mainly involves dealing with funerary inscriptions. 
Obviously, epitaphs were not the longest, most sophisticated nor decorative texts 
on stone, but they formed the epigraphic landscape that surrounded the men and 
women of Late Antiquity in Asia Minor.

Religious Perspectives

First of all, we must recall that followers of traditional cults (i.e. the pagan religion 
according to the Christian phraseology in Latin) did not express religious beliefs on 
epitaphs or did so occasionally with the words θεοῖς καταχθονίοις, which are the 
Greek equivalent of the Latin words dis manibus (sacrum), ‘consecrated to the gods 
Manes’. This epigraphic formula was exceptionally widespread in the Latin-speak-
ing provinces and in the Greek-speaking provinces close to the Latin world, but it 
was quite exceptional in Asia Minor. Consequently, ordinary epitaphs of Asia Mi-
nor had no religious flavour at all. As everyone was faithful to the traditional cults, 
it was pointless to mention this on tombstones. In this regard, Christians were dif-
ferent from the rest of their neighbours, whom they considered to be ‘Hellenes’ in 
the Greek-speaking half of the Roman world. Religious affiliation was discreetly 
manifested on epitaphs by particular formulas, symbols or names which had be-
come blatantly Christian in the Constantinian period and even more so from the 
Theodosian dynasty onwards. Before this, the assertion of a conspicuous Christian 
identity appeared only on some epitaphs in Phrygia (Upper Tembris Valley and re-
gion of Eumenia) and Lycaonia (region of Ikonion) at the end of the 2nd and during 
the 3rd c. AD. The increase of such epitaphs would provide compelling evidence 
that the new religion rapidly expanded in these regions before the Roman State 
authorised it.12 However, openly Christian inscriptions, which some historians 
called ‘phanerochristian’ inscriptions, remained rare before Constantine’s reign, 
except in Phrygia and Lycaonia.13 By contrast, in the rest of the Roman world (Rome 
and its suburbs excepted), the confessionalisation of Christian gravestones was an 

	 11	 See Feissel 1999; Roueché 1989; Roueché 2009; Ritti 2017.
	 12	 Mitchell 1993, 58–62.
	 13	 Gibson 1978; Chiricat 2013. Adjective “phanerochristian” was coined by Calder 1922–

1923, and more recently reused by several scholars, for instance McKechnie 1999, 439. 
However, the term seems to have little success in epigraphic and historical scholarship.
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epigraphic phenomenon that appeared mainly in the 4th c. AD and became wide-
spread only in the 5th to 6th c. AD.

For all these reasons, the study of the Christianisation process of funerary epig-
raphy in Asia Minor requires one to seek reliable chronological clues, an arduous 
task. Already before Constantine, funerary inscriptions in Asia Minor rarely used 
provincial eras and Roman and Macedonian calendars were often ignored. There-
fore, the precise dating of an epitaph is in most cases impossible. In Late Antiquity, 
time reckoning in inscriptions according to the system established by the emperor 
Diocletian spread progressively, especially from Justinian’s reign onwards, most in 
public inscriptions, though not exclusively.14 In the case of epitaphs, dating relies 
upon more uncertain criteria: palaeography remains a useful but risky method 
due to distinct and diachronic epigraphic traditions which coexisted and endured 
in Asia Minor. Nomina gentilicia are more interesting, as they disappeared after the 
4th c. AD with the exception of the nomen gentilicium Flavius, which was related to 
the Roman ruling class from Constantine until the end of the early Byzantine peri-
od.15 As the funerary formula μνήμης χάριν, ‘in remembrance’, predated Christian-
ity and was usually associated with the deceased who bore a nomen gentilicium, it 
is hazardous to date an epitaph with this formula after the 4th c. AD.

The presence of μνήμης χάριν on Christian tombstones shows the persistence of 
a non-denominational formulaic language in early Christian epigraphy, although 
the letter chi of χάριν could sometimes be replaced by a discreet cross in some 
Christian communities of southern Lycaonia.16 As conversion to Christianity was 
spreading, a more distinctive religious phraseology developed on epitaphs in Asia 
Minor as in the rest of the Later Roman Empire. This is the case of the expression 
ἐνθάδε κεῖται, which enunciated Christian belief in carnal resurrection and eternal 
salvation from the 3rd c. AD onwards. Even though the same formula had already 
appeared here and there on pagan epitaphs, it became common in the 4th and 
5th c. AD after the triumph of Christianity over traditional cults in Greek-speaking 
areas.17 Both the standardisation and Christianisation of epitaphs, first limited and 
then generalised, also propelled the use of votive formulae addressed to divine or 
holy persons of Christianity (Κύριε, Χριστέ, Θεοτόκε, etc. βοήθει). Whilst early fu-
nerary formulae were neutral with regard to religion, these new votive formulae 
indicated the progressive and profound Christianisation of Late Antique epitaphs 
and the society which produced them. Using Christian funerary and votive formu-
lae became flagrant from the Theodosian dynasty onwards.

However, the full standardisation of the funerary landscape was never 
achieved, as some Christian epitaphs were highlighted by several distinctive ele-

	 14	 Feissel 1992, 394 f.; Feissel 1995, 375–379.
	 15	 Keenan 1973; Bagnall/Cameron/Schwartz 1987, 36–40; Cameron 1988; Salway 1994, 

137–140; Blanco-Pérez 2016.
	 16	 Breytenbach/Zimmermann 2018, 18–20.
	 17	 Carletti 2008, 139 f.
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ments: an elaborate decoration, a sophisticated language and biblical quotations. 
Elegant carved ornaments clearly indicated funeral expense, but it is worth not-
ing that the fine early Christian door- or portico-shaped stelae found in Phrygia 
and Lycaonia disappeared as early as the fourth century.18 Moreover, ornamen-
tation was greatly reduced during the 5th and 6th c. AD to the point that even the 
tabula ansata, so common in the High Empire, became rare at the end of Antiq-
uity. On the other hand, crosses of all shapes, especially Latin crosses, gradually 
spread throughout Christian epitaphs. First discreetly in the 3rd to 4th c. AD, and 
mostly limited to a single design on epitaphs, crosses progressively surfaced in ev-
ery sort of inscription. As we have seen in epigraphic votive formulae, propagation 
of crosses also evidenced the full conversion of Late Antique society to Christianity. 
However, it was only from the 5th to 6th c. AD onwards that crosses multiplied on 
inscriptions, funerary and non-funerary alike, to the point that crosses preceded 
and ended texts and adorned names of divine, holy and even living or dead per-
sons.19 The systematic carving of crosses also manifested the increasing uniformity 
of Christian epigraphy.

Obviously, conversion of Late Antique society to Christianity did not suppress 
social and cultural distinctions which continued to appear on funerary monuments 
through the conspicuous selection of prestigious literary and scriptural references. 
We have already noted the abundant flowering of epigrams in Late Antiquity. The 
process of ‘metrification’ of Late Antique epigraphy reveals a claim to classical cul-
ture that manifested itself in using a poetic language borrowed from Homer with 
varying degrees of talent and inspiration. Versified epitaphs, either Christian or 
pagan, honorary or funerary, clearly belonged to a cultural and social elite. The 
four-volume corpus lavishly edited by Reinhold Merkelbach and Josef Stauber has 
shown how appreciated epigrams were among civil and religious elites alike: the 
upper class of Late Antique society and Church displayed and shared their delight 
in epigrams. The 250 or so Late Antique epigrams collected by R. Merkelbach and 
J. Stauber in Asia Minor are concentrated in provincial capitals where local aris-
tocracy was settled and provide further evidence of epigraphic elitisation in Late 
Antiquity. However, epigrams became relatively rare after the 5th c. AD and quite 
exceptional after Justinian’s demise.20

A final mark of distinction in Late Antique epigraphy was a conspicuous biblical 
culture displayed on stone. Antonio Felle edited in 2006 a fine corpus of inscriptions 
with biblical quotations that gives us a precise idea of the importance of the Bible 

	 18	 In-depth study of Waelkens 1986; more recently Lochmann 2003; Kelp 2013.
	 19	 On early Christian inscriptions see Destephen 2010a, 165 f. with the previous bibliog-

raphy; on early Byzantine inscriptions, an overview had been provided by Destephen 
2020, 23 f.

	 20	 SGO I–IV. On the relations between Late Antique epigrams and society, see Agosti 2006–
2007; Agosti 2010. Regional overviews in Thonemann 2014; Sironen 2017; Zimmer-
mann 2019.
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in funerary epigraphy of Asia Minor as well as of the rest of the Roman world. Just 
as picking Homeric words or verses was reserved for a narrow socio-cultural elite, 
so biblical references appeared only on a small number of Christian epitaphs.21 As 
biblical quotations were generally limited and strongly stereotyped, they were a 
kind of scriptural cliché and proved that the funerary standardisation affected all 
social strata, including the ecclesiastical hierarchy. However, the form, decoration 
and language of epitaphs specified the connection between the Late Antique funer-
ary landscape and the social position of the dead.

Funerary Perspectives

We have seen that funerary inscriptions, as all types of inscriptions, became far less 
numerous in Late Antiquity, but they represent the bulk of Late Antique inscrip-
tions since the epigraphic plunge primarily affected public inscriptions. Unsurpris-
ingly, this is also the situation in central Anatolia where the low density of popula-
tion, at least until the mid-20th century, permitted the preservation of inscriptions 
in large numbers. By contrast, in densely populated areas on the Mediterranean 
coast, ancient epitaphs often disappeared because they were reused as building 
materials by urban and rural populations. Similarly, Late Antique epitaphs are now 
rare in large cities with a long history, such as Smyrna in Ionia or Nikomedeia in 
Bithynia.22 Even in inland areas, especially if they were fertile, pervasive human 
presence and economic development have obliterated much of the funerary heri-
tage of the Greek, Roman, and Byzantine periods. In Late Antiquity, in accordance 
with the long Graeco-Roman funerary tradition, burials were often situated on the 
outskirts of urban centres. As remoteness caused poor surveillance and encour-
aged theft, threats of fines and curses were repeatedly and ineffectively uttered 
against grave robbers until the 4th c. AD.23 In addition, the small size and square 
shape of tombstones contributed to their displacement and destruction if neces-
sary. For instance, in Aphrodisias of Caria, the ancient necropoleis that surrounded 
the city were turned into fields and vineyards. Tombstones were probably removed 
to facilitate agricultural work and reused as ready-made materials for utility build-
ings or dwellings. Nevertheless, the maintenance of elimination of ancient necro
poleis can only be explained by local circumstances and does not reflect any overall 
phenomenon of systematic destruction or the epigraphic heritage. Therefore, the 
preservation or disappearance of epitaphs, sarcophagi and tombs reflects random 
situations.

	 21	 Felle 2006, 198–233.
	 22	 Several essays dealing with ancient necropoleis and burial places of Asia Minor have 

been collected by Brandt et al. 2017.
	 23	 E.g. Ritti 2004, 539–548; Harter-Uibopuu 2014.
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Consequently, most Late Antique epitaphs of Asia Minor are primarily found 
in regions that were abandoned, isolated or neglected in later Byzantine and Otto-
man times. However, as the population has continued increasing in Anatolia since 
the second half of the 20th c., formerly preserved archaeological areas are now 
endangered by demographic growth and economic development. For instance, An-
tiocheia in Pisidia possessed an impressive archaeological and epigraphic heritage 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, as evidenced by the notebooks of the epig-
raphist and biblical scholar William M. Ramsay (1851–1939).24 But a great many of 
the inscriptions known to W. Ramsay are disappeared for good when one compares 
his notebooks with the corpus of inscriptions of Antiocheia in Pisidia published at 
the beginning of the 21st c.25

Thanks to the tireless and patient work of several generations of scholars, the 
scientific community has at its disposal thousands of Late Antique funerary inscrip-
tions in Asia Minor. However, despite the high number of surviving epigraphic 
documents, Late Antique epitaphs give us just as distorted a picture of the Roman 
society as do the Hellenistic and Early Roman epitaphs. Though the process of eliti-
sation is still evident on tombstones, the overall decrease in epigraphic production 
has made this more difficult in public inscriptions. Although epitaphs are modest 
monuments, and very modest indeed when made of tiles or fragments of stone, 
they were architectural and epigraphic expressions of relatively favoured social 
strata. In Anatolia, individuals known by Late Antique epitaphs belonged to the 
middle and upper classes of civic magistrates, landowners, soldiers, craftsmen and 
shopkeepers. However, the Anatolian municipal notability was modest compared 
to the glittering elite of the major urban centres of Asia Minor. It is no surprise that 
we find very few members of the senatorial order on epitaphs in the small cities of 
Late Antique Anatolia.26

Shall we assume that most of the dead known by epitaphs in small Anatolian 
cities belonged to the Late Antique middle or lower class? On the one hand, mid-
dle class is a rather anachronistic social category for Late Antiquity, and we should 
preferably speak of a local elite. On the other hand, we have seen that humble 
people, who were demographically dominant in Antiquity, are almost invisible on 
epitaphs. Moreover, in spite of its amplification in the 4th to 6th c. AD, the senatorial 
order was too small to be considered the only component of the upper class. This no-
tion needs to be extended to all categories that locally exercised a socio-economic, 
political or cultural dominance. The high proportion of Christian clerics evidenced 
by inscriptions provides a relevant prosopographic clue which demonstrates that 
individuals known by Late Antique epitaphs mostly belonged to the local elite. The 

	 24	 Ramsay 1916; Ramsay 1918; Ramsay 1924; Ramsay 1926 (inter alia). See also Calder 1912; 
Robinson 1925.

	 25	 I. Antioche Pisidie Ramsay.
	 26	 See the recent prosopographical, in-depth study of Begass 2018 on the eastern senatorial 

order in Late Antiquity.
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Inscriptiones Christianae Graecae database, hosted by the Humboldt University in 
Berlin and part of the TOPOI project directed by Cilliers Breytenbach, is now avail-
able.27 According to the database, which has been put online with an open access 
for several years now, about 10 % of some 4100 Late Antique inscriptions of Phrygia 
and Lycaonia refer to members of the Christian clergy. In the large Late Antique 
necropoleis of Korykos in Cilicia, 15 % of the Christian epitaphs were those of cler-
ics.28 In Laodikeia Katakekaumene, in the Eastern part of the province of Pisidia, 
37 out of 99 Late Antique epitaphs name clerics, monks or nuns. In the most recent 
epigraphic corpus of Ankyra in Galatia, 10 % out of some 150 Late Antique and early 
Byzantine tombstones mention clerics. This social and religious peculiarity was not 
strictly related to any precociousness of Christianisation or density of episcopal 
sees in Asia Minor, for clerics are also overrepresented in Late Antique inscriptions 
of the Balkans and in many other regions of the Mediterranean.29

Compared to the early Roman period, the Late Antique epigraphic landscape 
was narrower, less varied, deeply religious and dominated by clerics. The fact that 
this religious elite was also a cultural elite is evidenced by the relatively high pro-
portion of clerics’ epitaphs with poetic allusions or quotations. The predilection 
for funerary epigrams was not exclusively limited to pagans or the Christian laity. 
Members of the Church, men and women alike, appeared in verse inscriptions imi-
tating Homer or some more recent and fashionable poets.30 It should be noted that 
poetic epitaphs are associated with higher grades of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, i.e. 
priests and deacons, though not bishops, and date mostly from early Late Antiqui-
ty.31 Epitaphs of the highest clergy underwent a process of simplification which ex-
plains the increasing use of prose. Biblical quotations provide another epigraphic 
indication of a privileged cultural milieu, and obviously they are more present in 
epitaphs of clerics than those of laymen. Unlike versified epitaphs, which became 
rarer, biblical references multiplied on stone. Out of about 90 Late Antique inscrip-
tions in Asia Minor with biblical quotations recorded by A. Felle, only a dozen were 
inscribed in the 4th to 5th c. AD. However, it should be noted that nearly half of 
the 90 inscriptions listed by A. Felle are undated.32 Moreover, inscriptions with 
scriptural quotations were mainly related to places of worship, and clerics pre-
ferred prosaic epitaphs. The decoration of tombstones followed the same evolution 

	 27	 Ogereau/Huttner 2019.
	 28	 On Korykos’ necropoleis see Machatschek 1967, 21–26; see also the contribution by Cu-

bas Díaz in this volume.
	 29	 See http://repository.edition-topoi.org/collection/ICG (06. 06. 2020) for Phrygia and Lyca-

onia; MAMA III for Korykos; MAMA I for Laodikeia Katakekaumene (Pisidia); Mitch-
ell/French 2019, 123–246 for Ankyra; Destephen 2011, 140 f. for the Balkans. For similar 
evidence from the Western Mediterranean see the contributions Ardeleanu, Merten, 
Nuzzo and Osnabrügge in this volume. 

	 30	 Zimmermann 2019.
	 31	 Destephen 2008, 293.
	 32	 Felle 2006, nos 118–138, 150–153, 417–469, 479–502.

http://repository.edition-topoi.org/collection/ICG
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towards greater plainness. In the age of Justinian, or perhaps as early as the The-
odosian period, the epitaphs of clerics no longer differed from those of laymen: 
henceforth simplicity, brevity and repetitiveness prevailed.

However, epigraphic standardisation did not express any social levelling, and 
the Roman society was as strongly hierarchical in Late Antiquity as during the High 
Empire. Late Antique epitaphs, albeit simple and concise, remained visual and ma-
terial expressions of respectability. For instance, in the necropoleis of Korykos, 
where some 600 Late Antique epitaphs have been preserved, this would represent 
some 3 % of the total population living in the city according to Sabine Hübner’s hy-
pothetical calculations, craftsmen and shopkeepers comprising the local socially 
dominant group.33 There were of course also many clerics, since they played a key 
role in the Christianisation process of Asia Minor. In the time of Justinian, mass 
conversion was already completed and led to an unprecedented religious unity of 
population throughout the Mediterranean. In the field of funerary epigraphy, the 
5th to 6th c. AD were characterised by simplification of decoration, disappearance 
of Homeric language, brevity of form, rise of abbreviations and use of crosses. It 
should be noted that the frequent use of crosses on tombstones was precocious in 
the early evangelised regions, such as the Anatolian plateau. In Laodikeia (Phrygia), 
where most Christian epitaphs date from the 4th c. AD, 60 % already bore a cross. In 
the Late Antique necropoleis of Korykos, which yielded epitaphs mainly from the 
5th to 6th c. AD, the proportion of funerary monuments with crosses reaches 85 %.34 
Epigraphic standardisation would appear formally to reduce social differences; but 
in fact, inscribing a stela, even a small, modest, repetitive one, remained a socially 
selective habit in Late Antiquity.

Conclusion

In Asia Minor, Christianisation appears to be the characteristic of Late Antique so-
ciety’s evolution, although some scholars seek to reduce the scope of it by invok-
ing other phenomena regarded as more important, such as the barbarian inva-
sions or the militarisation and bureaucratisation of the later Roman State. More 
recently, climatic and epidemiological disasters have become more fashionable due 
to their thunderous contemporary resonance. However, in the field of funerary 
epigraphy, one has to admit that Christianity exerted a strong and undeniable influ-
ence on epitaphs: onomastics, biblical quotations and the representation of crosses 
give evidence of the complete religious conversion of the population of Asia Minor. 

	 33	 Thorough examination and previous bibliography in Hübner 2005, 81–120; more re-
cently, economic evidence has been carefully studied by Drexhage 2012; see also the 
contribution Cubas Díaz in this volume.

	 34	 MAMA I; MAMA III.
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Christianity led to an extraordinary confessionalisation of epitaphs, whereas ear-
lier tombstones had never mentioned traditional cults. The new religion was ev-
erywhere with ubiquitous crosses and spurred new funerary and votive formulae 
which constantly referred to rest, salvation and resurrection. As these Christian 
values and beliefs mostly relied upon individual behaviour, it is logical that Late 
Antique epitaphs differed from inscriptions of the High Empire by their mention of 
fewer and fewer dead people. Numerous relatives and extended families progres-
sively vanished from funerary monuments and made way for standardised, indi-
vidual Christian epitaphs.35 The deceased were mentioned as members of a couple 
if they were adults or as related to parents if they were children. It is worth not-
ing that, from Late Antiquity onwards, the number of epitaphs mentioning single 
individuals greatly increased whereas the epigraphic documentation was shrink-
ing. As brief, individual epitaphs already existed in classical times, one might ask 
whether Late Antiquity marks less an epigraphic decline than a return to a greater 
simplicity on epitaphs. In any case, a radical difference appeared in the Christian 
funerary inscriptions at the end of Late Antiquity: the exclusive relationship which 
now united the faithful to God. Individuality disappeared in favour of confession.
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