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Abstract: 
Roman slavery is full of contradictions. On the one hand, the Roman population 
comprised very high numbers of slaves, subjected to unprecedented levels of 
institutionalised controls by which their previous identity was completely erased. 
Punishments for misbehaviour could be extremely severe. On the other hand, the 
slave system was ‘open’. Slaves working in urban households had a real chance to 
be manumitted. They often obtained some form of education from their masters, for 
example as apprentices. Once freed, a slave would normally obtain citizenship and 
be fully integrated in society. Although scholars have often privileged either the 
negative side or have gone so far as to qualify Roman slavery merely as a specific 
form of contractual labour, it seems highly likely that the two opposite sets of 
characteristics were related to each other. The threat of brutal retribution 
underpinned the freedom slaves could have. It led to rather peculiar social dynamics 
between masters and slaves and patrons and freedmen. 
 
In my lecture, I will discuss a small number of Greek funerary epigrams from the 
Roman period which offer insights into the agency of slaves and freedmen. These 
epigrams were small poems which were used as grave markers. Quite remarkably, 
although such texts display a clear upward social bias (conveying literacy, 
education, wealth, urbanity), some were made for or by slaves or ex-slaves. I argue 
that these epigrams show two strategies by which slavery was presented: one 
might be called a ‘discourse of normality’, by which slaves were treated as normal 
human beings with their own feelings, downplaying their servile status. The other 
discourse was one of ‘benign asymmetry’, by which the beneficial aspects of the 
unequal relationship were emphasized, stressing fidelity and patronage. These two 
discourses, employed by both masters and slaves, created room for negotiation and 
offered common ground to structure their relationship. 
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