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Identity, Trade, and Mobility in Ostia Antica1

Ghislaine van der Ploeg

Vast amounts of people and goods arrived at Ostia. Among these were many people 
from Roman North Africa: it was with Africa that Ostia appeared to have the strongest 
commercial connections. This contribution examines the establishment of identity that 
took place when an individual came to Ostia, and how this was displayed. It does this 
by investigating an inscription set up by Lucius Caecilius Aemilianus, a veteran from 
the first praetorian cohort as well as a decurio and duovir in the city of Aelia Uluzibbira 
in Africa.

L(ucius) Caecilius / ​Aemilianus / ​veteranus ex coh(orte) / ​pr(ima) praetoria decu / ​
rio duovir Aeliae / ​Uluzibbirae Africae / ​corporatus in tem/plo fori vinari(i) impor / ​
tatorum negotian/tium fecit sibi.2

Aemilianus also enjoyed a commercial career in Ostia and was a member of the corpus 
splendidissimum importatorum et negotiantium vinariorum.3 Displaying the combina-
tion of these three facets of identity is unusual. The reason for this display was that 
these identities were highly interconnected: Aemilianus’ former career aided him in his 
current commercial occupation in Ostia.

Aelia Uluzibbira was probably founded as a military colony under Hadrian and was 
located in Africa Proconsularis.4 Based on recruitment patterns and military traditions 
in North Africa, Aemilianus likely came from a military family; it had become common 
for the children of veterans also to pursue a military career. Being born into a military 
family would explain how Aemilianus gained his citizenship and how the praetorian 
guard recruited him. While veterans of the guard could remain in Rome after their 
period of service had ended, most returned to their places of origin.5 Aemilianus does 
not actually state in his inscription where he came from, but this veteran habit indicates 
that he came from Aelia Uluzibbira, as after his time in the praetorian guard he returned 
there and held the positions of duovir and decurio. Cébeillac-Gervasoni noted that there 
were many Africans who held important positions in Ostia.6

Aemilianus mentions that he was a member of an association of wine importers. 
African viticulture developed after the Roman expansion of the province in the 2nd cen-
tury AD, and the region of Aelia Uluzibbira commonly produced wine.7 The consump-
tion of wine started to develop further in an urban context during the Imperial period. 
Purcell notes that periods of rapid urban expansion, such as occurred in Ostia during 
the 2nd century AD, promoted a drinking culture.8 The Ostian wine collegia appear to 
have been mainly a 2nd century AD phenomenon. The reason for this may have been the 
increased demand for wine as well as the possibility to import greater quantities of wine 
due to increased production in the provinces.9
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As Aelia Uluzibbira was a wine-producing region, it is possible that Aemilianus met 
wine producers while working in Proconsularis, which is why he placed such an em-
phasis on both his past and present offices in his inscription. He utilised his established, 
former contacts in order to facilitate the importation of wine to Ostia. Colossal-sized 
farms existed in Roman North Africa and Aemilianus only needed to negotiate with a 
few landowners in order to be able to import large quantities of wine.10 The trade and 
shipping connections with Africa are especially visible in the Piazzale delle Corpora-
zioni in Ostia. Its stationes hosted traders from various cities, and helped form a social 
network and bridge for people coming from the provinces who wanted to live and work 
in Ostia. In a society without formal means of identification, this had to be established 
via social networks, especially those connected to one’s place of origin.11 The Africans 
who were already established in Ostia could vouch for a newcomer, facilitating his infil-
tration into Ostian society. At that time, ethnicity was the primary basis for the creation 
of these trade networks and was the springboard from which other networks could be 
created.12 Aemilianus used his inscription for precisely the same purpose; although it 
was erected in Ostia, he used it to emphasise his African past. In doing so, he was not 
showing off his past in the Roman army or his status as an ex-official, but instead he 
used his past as a way of publicly demonstrating his trustworthiness. This dependability 
helped him to establish his identity in this new place which would, subsequently aid 
him in establishing new trade contacts and connections.

Notes
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