
Grain for Cibyra. Veranius Philagros and the 'great conspiracy' 

 

Ancient sources concerning food production and distribution usually deal with the 
activities of powerful individuals, particularly those in a position to play a prominent role 

in the grain supply of ancient communities. Inscriptions create the overall impression that 

the economic forces involved in grain production and trade were connected exclusively 
with the pursuits of local notables. Occasionally, however, public documents provide 

indirect evidence for the economic behaviour of farmers and its role in the local grain 
trade. In the following, I would like to suggest that an inscription from Lycian Cibyra1 can 

be better understood through a closer study of the text, based on the hypothesis that the 

grain trade on a local level was in fact a complex matter, involving players on both ends of 
the economic spectrum.  

 

Grain as a traded commodity 

The governor Antistius Rusticus writes to Pisidian Antioch: "Since the duoviri and 
decurions of the most splendid colony of Antioch have written to me that because of the 

harsh winter the market price of grain has shot up, and (since) they have requested that the 
people have the means of buying it, [...] all those who are either citizens of the colony of 

Antioch or are inhabitants of it shall state openly before the duoviri of the colony of 

Antioch [...] how much grain each person has and in what place, and how much for seed or 
for the annual allowance of his family he deducts, and the rest of the grain, the whole 

supply, he shall make available to the buyers of the colony of Antioch..."2. 

The trade in grain is mostly considered in terms of transactions on a large scale, with large 

quantities being shifted from one end of the empire to the other, mainly in order to feed 

large urban centres, and with rich merchants becoming even richer through massive 
speculation. When we speak of a grain crisis, we usually refer to dramatic situations 
                                                
1 T. Corsten (ed.), Inschriften Griechischer Städte aus Kleinasien, vol. 60: Die Inschriften von 
Kibyra I, Bonn 2002 (henceforth: IK Kibyra), n. 41. First published by W. Henzen, Annali dell' 
Instituto di corrispondenza archeologica 24 (1852), 171-174. 
2 AD 92-93. H.-U. Wiemer, Das Edikt des L. Antistius Rusticus: Eine Preisregulierung als 
Antwort auf eine überregionale Versorgungskrise?, Anatolian Studies 47 (1997), 195-215, Col. 
2, l. 4-25. First published by D. M. Robinson, A New Latin Economic Edict from Pisidian 
Antioch, TAPhA 55 (1924), 5-20 and by W. M. Ramsay, Studies in the Roman Province 
Galatia VI, JRS 14 (1924), 179-184. Cf. i.a. F. F. Abbott / A. C. Johnson, Municipal 
Administration in the Roman Empire, Princeton 1926, 381-3 n. 65a; M. McCrum / A. G. 
Woodhead, Select Documents of the Flavian Emperors, Cambridge 1961, 139f n. 464; R. S. 
Sherk, The Roman Empire: Augustus to Hadrian, Cambridge 1988, 149f n. 107 (translation), 
cf. B. Levick, The Government of the Roman Empire. A Sourcebook, London 20002, 120. 
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involving famine and social unrest. The recurring and inevitable bad harvests, even when 

they did not cause famine or even food crisis3, certainly caused price fluctuations, and no 

doubt merchants looked to profit from those. But dealings on the other end of the economic 

spectrum, that is, small-scale cumulative transactions, may also have had consequences 
worth considering. 

In the text of Antistius Rufus' edict, there is no indication that those affected by the 
governor's instructions were professional grain traders or rich merchants or, in fact, 

wealthy people at all, and there is no reason to assume that they were. "The citizens of the 
colony or inhabitants of it" were to declare and sell any surplus grain they had stored, and 

all those who possessed more grain than they would need in that year were to sell it on the 
market on a certain date. In a valuable study, H.-U. Wiemer has shown that both the sellers 

and the "emptores", the buyers to whom the grain was to be made available, were most 

probably citizens and residents of the colony, that is, the consumers themselves, rather than 
professional merchants4. Another conclusion of Wiemer's enquiry into the circumstances of 

this edict is that it must have been issued in response to a regional rather than a widespread 

crisis affecting large parts of Anatolia, as had been previously assumed.  

Taking these results one step further, we must conclude that grain should have been 

available for import from areas outside the region that was affected by the crisis. Yet the 
governor does not mention this possibility, nor does he mention previous efforts to counter 

the crisis, which may have included failed attempts to import grain. According to Wiemer, 
the edict was most likely issued in June, shortly after it had become clear that the harvest, 

which took place in that month, would be a bad one5. If so, then the edict was an early 

response to the pending crisis, and its prescriptions were based on the assumption that the 
effects of the one bad harvest could be countered if the citizens and inhabitants of Antioch 

would take their grain to the market. The governor presumably expected the price to return 
to normal levels when local stocks were made available. At the time of the edict, prices had 

shot up because the locals in Antioch held on to their grain, storing more than the quantity 

they and their families would normally need until the next harvest. The edict provides 

                                                
3 P. Garnsey, Food and Society in Classical Antiquity, Cambridge 1999, 23; id., Famine and 
Food Supply in the Graeco-Roman World. Responses to Risk and Crisis, Cambridge 1988 
(henceforth: Garnsey, Famine), 3-7 on the "categorical error, committed frequently in the 
literature" of describing every food crisis as a famine, and on the "boundary between famine 
and shortage". 
4 Op. cit (above, n. 1), 203-204. 
5 See Wiemer's chronological considerations, op. cit., 202-203. 
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evidence of everyday people acting not only as consumers but also as producers and sellers 

of small quantities of grain. 

Grain was consumed everywhere and was grown almost everywhere in the Mediterranean. 

Different types and qualities were stored with varying degrees of success, but in many 

cases grain could have been preserved for four years or more and have still been 

consumable. It was a perishable good, however, and one that required special storage 

facilities. Transport costs that varied, and a host of other factors, made for considerable 

fluctuation in the price of grain from time to time and place to place. We have ample 

evidence that in years when a city’s domestic crop was average or above average, the price 

could also fluctuate considerably6. The price of grain could be influenced by psychology, 

sometimes in ways that evoke the fluctuations of the price of oil today. In 67 BC, 

following pirate attacks on merchant ships, the price of grain in Rome rose dramatically, 

only to plummet on the very day Pompey was appointed to combat piracy. When he visited 

the city soon after, Pompey found the markets full of provisions7. Such fluctuation gave 

ample scope for profit or loss, with the effect that stored grain had a particular financial 

value to professional and non-professional traders alike. 

Small farmers with limited storage facilities did not hold onto grain for much more than 

two years8. If they stored part of their production, they may have done so simply out of fear 
of a bad harvest to follow or in order to avoid running out of a vital foodstuff and having to 
purchase it. On the other hand, it would have been unwise to take a grain surplus to the 

market just as its price was expected or beginning to rise. A decree from Erythrai in honour 

of a man named Polycritos aptly illustrates that references in ancient sources to "famine" 
can signify a food shortage worsened by farmers' reluctance to sell their surplus:   

and then, when because of the famine no-one brought grain to the market,  he 
(Polycritos) promised the people to give money as a loan for the officials in 
charge of the grain supply who will be appointed, and to bring his own grain 
to the market to feed (the population) 9 

                                                
6 D. W. Rathbone, The grain trade and grain shortages in the Hellenistic East, in: P. Garnsey / 
C. R. Whittaker (eds.), Trade and Famine in Classical Antiquity, Cambridge, 1983, 45-55. 
7 Cicero, Imp. Pomp. 44; Plutarch, Pomp. 26.2; 27.2; Appian, Bell. Mith. 14.93-6. See Garnsey, 
Famine, 200-201. 
8 Garnsey, Famine, 54. Cf. T. W. Gallant, Risk and Survival in Ancient Greece. Reconstructing 
the Rural Domestic Economy, Cambridge 1991, 94-98. 
9 Ca. 275 BC. H. Engelmann, R. / Merkelbach, Die Inschriften von Erythrai und Klazomenai I, 
Bonn 1972, 28, ll. 25-29: ÏsterÒn te diå tØn sitode¤an oÈyenÚw efiw tØn é`gorån §xf°ro[nt]ow 
s›ton, Íp°sxeto t«i dÆmvi xrÆmatã te d≈sein efiw ÍpoyÆkhn to›w épodeixyhsom°noiw 
s[i]t≈naiw, ka‹ tÚn Ípãrxonta aÈt«i s›ton efiw tØn trofØn §jo¤sein efiw tØn égorãn. The editors 
translate ÍpoyÆkh as "Leihkapital", though the word usually refers to mortgage of immovable 
property rather than money; H.-A. Rupprecht, Die dinglichen Sicherungsrechte nach der Praxis 
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Unless we adopt an entirely primitivistic view of the ancient economy, we must assume 
that hope of selling some of their surplus later or selling it elsewhere at a better price 

played a role in farmers' calculations. Failing a reason to do otherwise, when the market 
price began to rise, they were likely to defer selling a surplus in anticipation of better 

profits as the price rose still further. This sort of speculation in the grain supply - 
speculation on a small scale but done regularly and by many people - was bound to have 

influenced the price of grain even in reasonably good years, and to have had effects on a 

local society. For some citizens of Erythrai the situation may indeed have become dramatic 
when those who had grain to spare – including the honorand – withheld their stocks until 

measures were taken to counter the crisis. 

Grain traders did not depend solely on bad harvests to expand their profit margin. Their 

ongoing strategems for making satisfactory profits played an important role in bringing 

about price fluctuations. The best known literary attestation of such practices is Lysias' 

speech against the retailers of grain. In it, a prosecutor speaks against a group of retailers 

who face the death penalty if convicted. The charge against them is obscure in detail, but it 

seems that they were accused either of hoarding grain, or of operating a cartel, or both.  

When transport costs were affordable, merchants profited from regional price differences. 

But because transport and communication were normally very costly, they were best 

undertaken in cooperation with other traders, as was true in the case of a notorious 

financial controller of Egypt under Alexander. This man had supported a network of trade 

partners and informers who worked together to control certain markets, establishing the 

most profitable time and place to sell. Unsurprisingly, they did so in disregard of the needs 

of local populations10. 

By seeking to profit from price fluctuations farmers could, however unwillingly, play into 

the hands of those seeking to manipulate the market, the people referred to in Roman law 

sources as dardanarii11. Moreover, given the opportunity, farmers might sell their surplus 
stocks to a buyer who offered more than the current market price, be that a grain merchant 

or anyone who had the necessary cash and storing facilities. Considering the limited size of 

ancient communities and the realities of political life in the cities of the Roman empire, 
such transactions are bound to have had complex consequences. For if the buyer's 
                                                                                                                                              
der Papyri, in: R. Feenstra et al. (eds.), Collatio iuris romani, Amsterdam 1995 (Studia 
Amstelodamensia ad Epigraphicam, Ius Antiquum et Papyrologicam Pertinentia XXXV), vol. 2, 
425ff. 
10 Callisthenes: Dem. 56.7-9; Arist., Oec. 1352 a-b. 
11 Dig. 48.19.37. 
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speculations triggered or worsened a grain crisis, we can expect most citizens to have 

turned against that person, or indeed to have supported efforts to prosecute him. 

Civic magistrates, agoranomoi, sitophylakes or sitones, are known to have attempted to 

prevent malpractices or at least to minimize their effects12. But magistrates and benefactors 

were themselves members of the few elite families that regularly stood to benefit from 

grain production and trade. They had at their disposal the cash needed to alleviate a 

shortage when it became acute, and their help usually came in the form of interest-free 

loans for the purchase of grain. The type of munificence most frequently mentioned in 
honorary decrees for benefactors in times of grain shortage is having provided such êtoka 

dãneia13. Naturally, honorary inscriptions do not mention the sources of a benefactor's 

wealth in general or his liquid assets in particular. Nor do intellectuals such as Dio 

Chrysostom volunteer information on their business dealings. But that does not mean that 
they had none. 

It is generally assumed that the orator Dio suffered injustice from a mob that threatened to 

burn his house because it suspected him of hoarding grain14. Whether the accusation was 

true or not we do not know. But the incident illustrates that a crowd in his native city 

suspected Dio of speculating in grain. Rich citizens of Prusa were apparently expected to 

attempt to profiteer in that way, even a professional orator, and famous advocate of moral 

integrity and the simple life, such as Dio Chrysostom. It was apparently assumed that those 

who had the financial resources, be they merchants, local notables or farmers, might buy 

and store grain when the price was expected to rise, thereby threatening to trigger a grain 

crisis.   

Philostratus' story of a high official who was saved from an angry crowd by the 

intervention of the sage Apollonius15 also need not be true, either in essence or in detail. 

But if such a story was to be credible, it had to agree with the general tenor of civic life 

within the experience of Philostratus' readers. Scholars have therefore inferred from this 

source that leading political figures could potentially have become the target of public rage 

in times of food shortage. The anecdote hints also at another reality of civic life. When, 

                                                
12 In times of dearth, agoranomoi are known to have intervened in the market at their own expense 
in order to keep prices at an affordable level. In Aphrodisias for example (SEG 32 (1982), 1097): 
k̀a‹ égoranomÆsanta §n tª xalepvtãt˙ sitode¤& ka‹ s›ton eÎvnoǹ parãsxonta to›w fid¤oiw 
énal≈masin. For Egypt see R. Alston, Ritual and power in the Romano-Egyptian city, in H. M. 
Parkins (ed.), Roman Urbanism. Beyond the Consumer City, London 1997, 157-8. 
13 See below. 
14 Or. 46.6; 8. 
15 VA 1.15.2-3 
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thanks to Apollonius, the threatened official spoke to the crowd, he provided them with the 

names of those who were responsible for the crisis:  

Recovering his courage, the official said, "so-and-so and so-and-so" (naming several 
people) "are responsible for the present famine. They have taken the grain and are 
storing it in different parts of the country"  
 

On the evidence of this anecdote, that year's harvest had been deliberately gathered and 

hidden to prevent it from reaching the market. The reader was likely to infer that this had 

been a coordinated action, though the point was not explicitly made. It is implied, 

moreover, that the grain had not been bought up and carried away by foreign merchants; 

the estates at which it was kept were apparently in the vicinity16. In addition, the anecdote 

attests that a high official, either the principal civic magistrate or the Roman governor17, 

knew that the harvest had been gathered and withheld. He also knew the identities of the 

men who withheld it, but he either could or would do nothing to stop them. The entire 

anecdote may be a fabrication, but it presumably matched expectations. 

                                                
16 diakeleuom°nvn d¢ t«n ÉAspend¤vn éllÆloiw §p‹ toÁw égroÁw foitçn. 
17 VA 1.15.3 (ed. C. P. Jones, London 2005): énayarrÆsaw oÔn ı êrxvn "ı de›na" ¶fh "ka‹ ı 
de›na" ple¤ouw efip∆n " toË limoË toË kayesthkÒtow a‡tioi, tÚn går s›ton épolabÒntew 
fulãttousi kat' êllow êllow t∞w x≈raw." The translation is that of Jones with minor changes. 
J. J. Flintermann, Power, Paideia, and Pythagoreanism. Greek Identity, Conceptions of the 
Relationship between Philosophers and Monarchs, and Political Ideas in Philostratus' Life of 
Apollonius,  Amsterdam 1995, 111, n. 98 is right in questioning the confidence with which êrxvn 
in this passage has been assigned the meaning "Roman governor" by many scholars, following F. 
C. Conybeare's translation of 1912. In his earlier translation (Philostratus. Life of Apollonius, 
Harmondsworth 1970), C. P. Jones renders the word as "magistrate". In his new edition (cited 
above), he opts for "chief magistrate". But the translation as "governor" may still be preferable. In 
the VA, the word is sometimes used to denote the Roman emperor, as in 8.7.33 where Apollonios, 
speaking to Domitian, says: basileË, seautÚn ka‹ toÁw ¶ti prÚ soË êrxontaw. In many other 
instances, the word clearly refers to the provincial governor. I know of no instances where we can 
be sure that it is applied to a civic magistrate, and we are not free to assume that "archon" refers to 
such a magistrate when no specification is made. In fact, civic administration and its 
representatives are hardly ever visible in the VA. Philostratus' hero is concerned mainly with the 
highest representatives of government, supporting good emperors and fighting bad ones. To a 
lesser extent, he interacts with governors, and those Apollonius usually scorns. If the episode in 
1.15.3 concerns a civic magistrate, then it represents a rare case. Flintermann (ibid.), argues that the 
man's close familiarity with the local situation speaks against his being a provincial governor. But 
Roman governors, especially imperial legates, who usually spent about two and a half years in their 
province, cannot always have avoided getting drawn into local affairs (cf. C. Kokkinia, Ruling, 
Inducing, Arguing. How to govern (and survive) a Greek City, in: L. De Ligt (ed.), Roman Rule 
and Civic Life: Local and Regional Perspectives. Proceedings of the Fourth Workshop of the 
International Network Impact of Empire (Roman Empire, c. 200 B. C. - A. D. 476), Leiden, June 25 
- 28, 2003, Amsterdam 2004, 40-48). Such incidents as described by Josephus, in which Roman 
governors appear deeply entangled in local politics (bel. Iud. 2.284-291) or come under threat from 
angry crowds (op. cit. 2.280-281), may have taken place also outside Judea. If indeed the 
distinction was of any consequence for Philostratus' story, both the provincial governor and a civic 
magistrate are possible candidates for the "archon" mentioned in the text.  
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Honours for Veranius Philagros 

Let me now turn to our inscription from Lycia. It preserves one of several honorary decrees 
issued for an important citizen of Cibyra in the first cent. AD, Quintus Veranius Philagros. 

The document was inscribed in the theatre of the city, where it is still to be seen today.  

  [ÑO d∞mow §te¤mhsen] K̀oÛÄ nton OÈhrãnion TrvÛÄ lou uflÚn Klous̀t`oum̀è¤`ǹ[&] 

  [F¤lagr]òn fler°a ÉAr̀et∞w diå b`¤ou, v presbeÊsanta dvreån tet`r̀[ã]- 

  [kiw] prÚw toÁw SebastoÁw [efiw ÑR≈]mhn ka‹ per‹ megãlvn pragmãtvǹ 

 4 §pituxÒnta, v ka‹ §gdikÆsanta dhmos¤aw Ípoy°seiw pollåw ka‹ mègãla`[w], 

  §j œn flkanÚn érgÊrion §x≈rhsen efiw tÚn k̀tismÚn t∞w pÒlevw, v ka‹ dhmos¤ouw doÊlouw 

  §gneikÆsanta •katÚn •ptå ka‹ kt∞sin Kom[  ̀  ̀]ra, vvv. ka‹ fler°a genÒmenon Ka¤- 

  sarow SebastoË ka‹ §pidÒnta tª pÒlei §p‹ flkanå ¶th diadÒmatow efiw eÈvx¤an 

 8 Kaisarè¤vn draxmåw ÑRod¤aw pentãkiw mur¤aw tetr̀ãkiw xeil¤aw, v ka‹ dane¤ou d°ka 

  muriãdaw ÑRod¤aw xarisãmenon, oÂw ı d∞mow ±y°lhsen, v ka‹ katalÊsan- 

  ta sunvmos¤an megãlhn tå m°gista lupoËsan tØn pÒlin: v ì d¢ ∑n énankai- 

  Òtata t«n §n ta›w presbe¤aiw §piteuxy°ntvn, ºthm°non épÚ Tiber¤ou Klau- 

 12 d¤ou Ka¤sarow épeskeuãsyai Tib°rion NeikhfÒron prãsonta tØn pÒlin 

  kay' ßkaston ¶tow dhnãria trisxe¤lia ka‹ lambãnonta, vvv. ka‹ tØn toË se¤tou 

  prçsin ge¤nesyai §n tª égorò katå zeËgow mod¤vn •bdomÆkonta p°nte 
 §k pãshw t∞w x≈raw, §f' oÂw ≤ pÒliw ¶dvken aÈt“ tåw érist°vw teimãw. 

 

The decree begins by naming Philagros' most important service to his community at that 

time, which was also the immediate motive for bestowing the present set of honours: at his 
own expense, he had carried out four embassies to the emperors in Rome, succeeding "on 

important issues"18. Following an account of Philagros' earlier, or less vital, services to the 
city (lines 4-10), the decree returns in the last section (lines 11f.) to his embassies, 

highlighting the two most important accomplishments he had achieved through them,   

épeskeuãsyai Tib°rion NeikhfÒron (...) and tØn toË se¤tou prçsin ge¤nesyai §n tª 

égorò (...). It closes with a reference to the honours bestowed, described in the concluding 

line as the érist°vw teima¤. 

The document, then, has a circular structure, beginning and ending with the embassies and 

the honours voted for them. Its structure otherwise presents difficulties for the modern 

reader. For the most part, it consists of a series of textual elements linked with ka¤19. Only 

                                                
18 Ll. 3-4: per‹ megãlvn pragmãtvǹ §pituxÒnta. 
19 At least one ka¤ in each line of the middle section, ll. 3-9, and one in the last section in l. 13. 
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in line 10, at the point where the enumeration of earlier benefactions ends and the decree 

returns to the subject of the embassies, does a variation occur: here the transition is marked 

by d°, introducing a relative sentence (ì d°...) that emphasizes the concluding section20. All 
other connections are introduced with a plain kai, and it is not always clear whether a kai is 

followed by additional information pertaining to a benefaction just mentioned, or whether 
it introduces a new benefaction21.  

In some cases, however, it is clear that the text includes details of benefactions that were 

presumably of secondary importance: we are given the exact number of slaves Philagros 
had been able to secure for the city, and the name of an estate he won in court (l. 6); we are 

informed of the exact size of a donation he made for a banquet (l. 8); and we hear 
something of the terms on which the beneficiaries of a loan had been chosen: they had 

been nominated by the demos (l. 9). It is hence surprising that the text contains no explicit 

indication of the nature of the "great conspiracy" that "harmed the city severely", 
mentioned in l. 10. This conspiracy Philagros is said to have broken up, either on his own 

or mainly through his own efforts, to judge by the wording of this passage (l. 9-10). Surely, 
breaking up a great conspiracy was an important accomplishment. But after mentioning the 

enigmatic sunomosia, the decree returns immediately to Philagros' two principal 

achievements as ambassador, which, if we follow the current interpretation, were much 
less impressive: one was the removal of a corrupt Roman official who appropriated the 

rather modest sum of 3000 denarii per year22. The other resulted in the setting up of a local 

                                                
20 ºthm°non and the infinitives that depend on it, épeskeuãsyai and ge¤nesyai. 
21 It is clear, for instance, that after mention of the four embassies in the beginning of the 
document, the first kai that occurs, in line 3, does not introduce a reference to another 
benefaction, but links instead to the positive results of those embassies. On the other hand, it is 
not at all clear how the connection following that is to be understood. We do not know where 
Philagros' service as a public advocate took place. If he had represented the city in Rome, the 
section beginning with §gdikÆsanta could contain details of his activity as envoy to Rome. In 
this case, the kai in line 4 would introduce an illustration of his activity as representative of the 
city in the imperial court. But Philagros may instead have acted as a public advocate in a local 
or a provincial court, in which case lines 4-6 would refer to court cases unrelated to his travels 
to Rome. Similarly, we cannot know for sure whether he made his epidosis of 54 000 Rhodian 
drachmae (ll. 7-8) in his capacity as imperial priest (ll. 6-7), as was often the case, or 
independently of his term in this office, in which case the kai in line 7 would introduce a 
benefaction taking place subsequent to his priesthood. In most cases, two to three letter spaces 
preceding ka¤ were left uninscribed. Except, it seems, where this word connects an action with 
its immediate result or direct consequence. This appears to be the case with the kai in line 3, the 
second kai in line 4, and maybe that in line 7, if Philagros' epidosis had been connected with 
his priesthood. I would nevertheless hesitate to attribute much significance to the spatium, as it 
is rarely used consistently even within the same inscription. 
22 D. Magie, Studies in Roman Economics and Social History in Honor of A. C. Johnson, 
Princeton 1951, 152-154, sees in Tiberius Nikephoros a low official in the imperial fiscus; cf. 
S. Mitchell, Anatolia I, Oxford 1993, 249, n. 43. M. Rostovtzeff, The Social and Economic 
History of the Roman Empire, Oxford 19572, vol. 3, p. 700, n. 21, believes Nikephoros was an 
imperial libertus and provincial procurator.  



Grain for Cibyra  9 

grain market. The transition between these two is provided by a simple kai (l. 13), and 

most scholars prefer to see no connection between the two matters, or indeed between the 

two and the suppression of the sunomosia that had preceded them in the inscription23.  

A closer look at the text may suggest otherwise. To summarize my argument, the 

document can be expected to contain some indication of what the "conspiracy" was. This 
indication is possibly to be found in the implicit connection between Philagros' most 

important achievements, the two mentioned at the end of the document. Further, the word 

aposkeuazomai, which describes the action taken against Nikephoros (l. 12) is too strong, 
and one unlikely to have been used by the provincials, to denote the recall of an imperial 

official by the emperor, as the current interpretation has it. I suggest instead that 
Nikephoros may have been a powerful man who, having gained control over the local 

market, placed himself in a position to press the city for money. He may well have been 

connected with the "conspirators". 

 

Disgrace for Tiberius Nikephoros 

The first of Philagros' successes as an ambassador concerns a man named Tiberius 

Nikephoros, whom scholars universally assume to have been a Roman functionary, a fiscal 
officer or procurator24. The honorand had persuaded the emperor Claudius to remove this 

man, and the expression used to refer to his removal is noteworthy. ÉAposkeuãzomai 

means to displace or dispose of, always with clearly negative connotations; get rid of, drive 

away, or do away with are possible translations for this word25. Used in an official 

document that was intended for monumental publication, this seems an unlikely expression 
for referring to a Roman functionary, even a corrupt one. One would expect §kbãllv or 

énakall«, in any case a more neutral word, to describe Claudius' recall of an imperial 

official26. In fact, I see no reason to identify Nikephoros as a 'real' Roman rather than as a 

                                                
23 Most interpretations of the last section of this document have been based on the assumption 
that the word prçsin in line 14 is a mistake for prçjin. This view was first expressed by D. 
Magie (ebd.) who had at his disposal only a transcription of the text containing errors. But 
there are no mistakes in the inscription itself apart from a common haplography (prãssonta 
in l. 12). The reading of the square S in PRASIN is secure. The letter is preserved and well 
visible. See the photograph in Corsten, IK Kibyra. p. 56 and the discussion pp. 60-62. 
24 See above, n. 22. 
25 See now DGE (Diccionario Griego-Español) époskeuãzv  A II 3. 
26 M. Alpers' rendering of épeskeuãsyai as "sich vom Halse schaffen" reflects well the negativ 
tone of the original (Das nachrepublikanische Finanzsystem, Berlin 1995, 269, n. 921). On the 
other hand, Nikephoros was troubling the city, not the emperor. ÉAposkeuãzomai is therefore 
better understood as passive instead of middle; Philagros asked the emperor that Nikephoros be 
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local man, such as Philagros was. Instead of recalling an imperial official, in response to 

Philagros' embassy the emperor may have sent a letter to the provincial governor, urging 

him to act against Nikephoros. It has been assumed that Nikephoros was a Roman fiscal 
officer or a procurator, mainly because prãssv often refers to tax collection. According to 

this explanation, Nikephoros exacted a sum of 3000 denarii each year, which he kept, 
instead of remitting it to the fiscus. Scholars have taken prãssonta here to mean "exacted 

a tax"27, in which case one must assume lambãnonta to be pleonastic, or take it as a gloss 

for "misappropriate", a rather forced conclusion28. It is much more preferable to understand 
prãssein in this context as "demand, exact, press for payment"29. Lambãnonta would 

then serve as an unsurprising corollary to prãssonta in this context: year after year (kayÄ 

ßkaston ¶tow), he demanded and received 3000 denarii.  

The key to understanding why the city disbursed this sum to Nikephoros each year might 

be provided in the final section of the document. Philagros motivated the imperial 
administration to help regulate the corn trade in Cibyra. The emperor decreed that a certain 

amount of grain was to be sold for every iugum of land, and that those transactions were to 
take place in the market. This measure is referred to in ll. 10-11, jointly with the expulsion 

of Tiberius Nikephoros, as énankaiÒtaton, most needed, or urgent. That is, there had 

been some sort of grain crisis in Cibyra, but we hear nothing of its details.  

Unless, that is, we see Tiberius Nikephoros as a businessman and the 3000 denarii as 

money extorted from the city through his hetairia in the context of his manipulating, or 
threatening to manipulate, the grain supply.  3000 denarii is not a particularly noteworthy 

sum. But supposing that Nikephoros extorted this sum each year before loosening his grip 
on the local grain market, such a "conspiracy" could very well be described as tå m°gista 

lupoËsan tØn pÒlin (l.10).  

If this reconstruction of events is correct, then Nikephoros was operating what we would 
call today a cartel. A cartel is a "secret, verbal and informal" agreement to fix prices or 

                                                                                                                                              
forced  out, driven way. In the phrase ºthm°non épÚ ... Ka¤sarow, épÒ + gen. obviously stands 
for parã + gen. 
27 "Erheben" (J. Nollé, Epigraphica Varia, ZPE 48 (1982), 267-282, 273); "einziehen" 
(Corsten, IK Kibyra, p. 57). 
28 J. Nollé, op. cit., 273: "in die eigene Tasche gesteckt". There are several words that could 
mean to misappropriate money, but lambãnv is not necessarily one of them. Particularly if 
prãssonta was used in the sense "received a tax", we would not expect lambãnv here, but 
rather  - for example - nosf¤zomai, §jidiãzomai, maybe sfeter¤zv or fidiopoi«. 
29 LSJ prãssv VI. 
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limit supply 30. If we wanted to describe such a practice in ancient Greek, the word 

sunomosia would be a good choice. Sunomosia is also a perfectly good alternative for 

hetairia, when referred to in a negative context31. 

There is no doubt that there were corrupt officials in the Roman empire. On the other hand, 

there is no reason to assume that local magnates always used their wealth, clientele and 
influence to benefit their communities. If trading in grain offered ample opportunity for 

gain, we must expect such people to have profited from it, on occasion to the detriment of 

their own or neighbouring communities. A powerful man could have gained control over 
the local market by purchasing large quantities of grain from local peasants; he could have 

prevented clients from selling their surplus, thus substantially affecting prices; finally, he 
could have coordinated his activities with other traders to achieve maximum gain. In all 

three cases, we might expect him to have exacted a ‘compensation’ for eventually allowing 

the market to operate free of his manipulation, as Nikephoros apparently did. Alternatively, 
supposing that the citizens of Cibyra did choose the extremely strong époskeuçsyai to 

refer to the recall of a Roman official, it is likely that he was guilty of extortion in 
connection with the grain supply32. 

Whatever the details of Nikephoros’ manipulations, Cibyra had not been able to defend 
itself against them for years, and the governors of Asia33 had either been equally 

ineffective, or had not been asked to intervene. Veranius Philagros appears in this text to 

have been the initiator of a plan to seek help directly from Rome, a plan he was willing to 
carry out at his own expense, and by accepting the risk - and the honour - of a journey to 

the capital. After the successful outcome of his embassies, the city issued a decree in 
Philagros’ honour. In the version of this document that was destined for publication on 

stone, on the interpretation proposed here, the city included an explicit mention of 

                                                
30 See the website of the British Office of Fair Trading, www.oft.gov.uk.; cf. W. Goode, 
Dictionary of Trade Policy Terms, Cambridge 2003, 56. 
31 D. Dhmhtrãkow, M°ga LejikÒn t∞w ÑEllhnik∞w Gl≈sshw, Athens 1952, sunvmos¤a 3, cf. LSJ 
sunvmos¤a II. 
32 The lex iulia repetundarum mentions financial transactions in connection with the grain 
supply among those likely to involve extortion (Dig. 48.11.7.2): Illud quoque cavetur, ne in 
acceptum feratur opus publicum faciendum, frumentum publice dandum praebendum 
adprehendendum, sarta tecta tuenda. "It is also provided that no credit is to be given for the 
carrying out of public works, for the giving, providing, or importing of corn for the public, or 
for the maintaining of buildings..." (transl. A. Watson, The Digest of Justinian, Latin text by 
Theodor Mommsen and Paul Krueger; English translation by Alan Watson, vol. 4, Philadelphia 
1985). 
33 Or those of the new province of Lycia. It is not clear whether Cibyra was included in the new 
province. In a newly discovered text preserving the treaty of 46 BC between Rome and the Lycian 
Federation, the boundary is drawn much further to the south, along a line from Phaselis through 
Choma to Telmessus. See S. Mitchell, Papyri Graecae Schøyen 2004 (forthcoming). 
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Nikephoros’ name, thus subjecting its enemy to public and permanent humiliation, while it 

underlined Philagros’ merit.  

Emergency loans? 

In contrast to Nikephoros, Philagros, the perpetual priest of Virtue34, had provided 100 000 
drachmae, apparently as interest-free loans. J. Nollé35 interprets the phrase dane¤ou d°ka 
muriãdaw ÑRod¤aw xarisãmenon oÂw ı d∞mow ±y°lhsen (lines 8-9) as meaning that 
Philagros forgave the debts of those whom the city recommended, thus remitting a total 
amount of 100 000 drachmae. While Nollé's reading of xar¤zomai in similar contexts is 
essentially correct, this particular phrase presents difficulties. As H. Pleket36 argues, in 
combination with the gen. dane¤ou, paralleled by diadÒmatow in l. 7, xarisãmenon is best 
understood as referring to the act of giving an amount of money. His suggestion to read "he 
gave by way of loan = he lent to those whom the demos proposed" must be correct, because, 
translated literally, the object of xarisãmenow is "a loan of 100 000 Rhodian drachmae to 
those whom the people wanted". So the loan is referred to as a unit (dãneion, not dãneia) 
that was subsequently divided among a number of recipients proposed by the demos. Instead, 
Nollé's interpretation suggests a procedure by which the demos recommended to Philagros a 
selection of persons whose existing debts he might remit, and the individual amounts remitted 
amounted to a total of 100 000 drachmae.  

This number presents a further difficulty. While it cannot be ruled out that individual 
remissions added up to this round sum by chance, or that the sum was rounded up by the 
editors of the decree, it seems more plausible that a round figure such as this represents 
Philagros' initial offer. The other sum donated by the same man, 54 000 for the banquet, is 
also a round figure, whereas numbers representing the results of his actions in other fields 
seem accurately given, rather than round or rounded: 107 slaves, 75 modii of wheat per iugum 
of land. It seems more plausible, then, that the number 100 000 represents a sum that 
Philagros was prepared to make available for loans, and that the city indicated those most in 
need of such assistance.  

The reason why this act is referred to by means of the verb xar¤zomai is in all probability 
connected with a situation that we encounter frequently in honorary inscriptions: Philagros 
had apparently provided the loans free of interest. The usual expression is êtokow (frequently 
êtoka) and it is regularly associated with loans provided in times of need, especially in times 
of grain shortage37. Here, the reference to Philagros' loan is immediately followed by a 

                                                
34 flereÊw éret∞w diå b¤ou, l. 2. 
35 Op. cit. n. 26, 271-272. 
36 SEG 32 (1982), 1306. 
37 IG IX,2, 1104 (Thessaly); ISM (Istros) 1; IG XI,4, 1055 (Delos); IG XII, 5, 1011 (Ios); IG 
XII,9, 900a (Euboia); I. Didyma 12; I. Erythrai 18, cf. l. 39f. Cf. P. Millett, Lending and 
Borrowing in Ancient Athens, Cambridge 1991, 122-126. 



Grain for Cibyra  13 

reference to the 'conspiracy'. Once more, however, we stand before a simple kai-connection 
that does not permit secure linking of Philagros' benefactions to a grain crisis, or indeed a 
grain crisis created by Nikephoros' extortion. His loans may be connected to the food 
shortage, but we cannot exclude the possibility that they had been issued in response to a 
different problem. Be that as it may, Philagros appears to have employed accumulated capital 
in financial enterprises without neglecting the citizens' needs in times of crisis.  What earned 
him the present set of public honours may have been his successful denunciation of an 
unscrupulous fellow financier before the emperor: 

"[The people honoured] Quintus Veranius, son of Troilus, Philagros, member of the tribus 

Clustumina, lifelong priest of Arete, who undertook at his own expense four embassies to 
the emperors in Rome and was successful on important issues, and acted as legal 

representative (public advocate or prosecutor) in many important public lawsuits, as a 

result of which a significant amount of money went into construction works in the city, and 
won in court (for the city) 107 public slaves and the estate Kom[..]ra, and became priest of 

Caesar Augustus and for several years bestowed upon the city for the banquet of the 

Caesaria a donation of 54 000 Rhodian drachmae, and provided 100 000 Rhodian 
drachmae as interest-free loans to those whom the demos proposed, and broke up a great 

conspiracy that harmed the city severely. And - what constituted the most crucial 
achievements of his embassies - he asked of the emperor Tiberius Claudius Caesar that 

Tiberius Nikephoros be driven away, who demanded and received of the city each year 

3 000 denarii, and that (in the future) the sale of grain take place in the market, 75 modii 
(of grain) per iugum (of land) out of the whole territory, for which (benefactions) the city 

bestowed upon him the honors becoming to a most distinguished citizen (aristeus)".38 

 

Christina Kokkinia         Athen  

                                                
38 I am especially indebted to Elizabeth Meyer (Virginia), Michael Peachin (New York), Victor 
Walser (Zurich) and Molly Richardson (Athens) for reading and discussing various drafts of this 
paper. 


