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A NOTE ON THE ROMAN COMMUNITY ON KOS IN THE FIRST CENTURY B.C. AND THE 
AUGUSTAN PERIOD1

Kerstin Höghammar 
  

 

 

We know from inscriptions that there were many Romans on Kos from the early first 

century AD, i.e. from the late Augustan period onwards. They held prominent positions 

in Koan public life and appear to have become well integrated into the local 

community. Was this the result of a slow and gradual process starting in the early first 

century with the first known Roman/Italian residents (freeborn, freedmen and slaves) on 

Kos, or did something happen in the Augustan period which altered the position of the 

Romans  on the island? I think the answer to this question is 'yes', and that the list of 

priests of Apollo from Halasarna, 27 BC-AD106 (Herzog 1901), may give us a clue as 

to what happened. Briefly one can see that the first two Roman names appear the year 

immediately following that of two(?) earthquakes, one in 12 BC and one in 6/5 BC. 

Then follows quite a number of Romans holding the priesthood in the late Augustan 

period. 

 

Local historical background, the first cent BC 

Kos was a free and independent polis until the battle of Actium in 31 B.C., after which 

Octavianus made Kos part of the province of Asia. In the early first century B.C. the 

Koans protected the Roman community during the First Mithradatic War, but they also 

welcomed Mithradates to the city and gave him money (belonging to the Jews), and a 

prince of the Ptolemaic house as hostage. 

 Half a century later, in the late 40s, Kos came close to civil war when Curtius 

Nicias became tyrant of Kos. In the late thirties, Kos, like many other poleis, supported 

Antonius in the war against Octavianus. The Koans were punished after the defeat of 

Antonius at Actium, both having to pay a high war indemnity and loosing their 

sovereignty.  

 

The Roman settlers  

In 89/88 B.C. the Romans were protected in the sanctuary of Asklepios (Tacitus 4.14). 

S. Sherwin-White thinks they were settlers, but Tacitus’ text does not explicitly say so. 

                                                 
1  Most of this article was prepared in 1998, but some later references have been included. 
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They may equally well have been fugitives from the mainland, or a mixture of settlers 

and fugitives. 

 We have some evidence of people with strong Roman connections from the 

early fist century B.C. In the 90s-70s the name of Cn. Paconius A L Dionysios (PH 188) 

is given on a gravestone. He has been connected with Dionysios Paconius, of Aulus, i. 

e. a slave and kompetaliast on Delos in 93 (Hatzfeld). The Paconii were bankers and an 

interest in Kos is thus not surprising. 

 

Just after the middle of the century, in the period 48-44 The Cives Romani qui Coi 

negotiantur (the Roman citizens who trade on Kos) set up a statue of the Demos/Polis 

of Kos (Degrassi 1941, 203, Höghammar 1993, no. 11). 

 

From the late first century B.C. we have three inscriptions listing Romans:  

ICos ED 150, a catalogue with the names Paconius, Blossius and Rupilius, then  

ICos ED 72,  a subscription list including the following three names; Cornelius, Ofellius 

and Pompeius, and finally, ICos, ED 198, a subscription list with the following names; 

Cossutia, Meteilos, Kaikilia and Rupilius. This last inscription was first published by 

Herzog. 

 

There does not seem to have been very many Romans on the island in this period to 

judge from the few inscriptions with Roman names that we have. But as there are 

comparatively few inscriptions from this period, the lack of Romans may be due to the 

random preservation of the evidence. No settlers were honored as patroni by the Koan 

demos in this period. Neither were the Romans favored in any special way - there is no 

evidence of them having been separated out from the other foreign residents on the 

island and given special legal rights as a group. 

 

The Augustan period and later 

Kos was now part of the Roman empire. There are very many honours and dedications 

to the princeps and his family. Games were instituted in Augustus’ honour at the Great 

Asklepieia and  there was a competition in who wrote the best encomium to Augustus. 

Augustus was given the epithet of ktistes and soter. A cult of Augustus of his grandson 

Gaius Lucius Caesar was instituted. 
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Roman settlers on Kos 

We know of 46 Roman gentilicia on Kos from the first century AD, 32 of these are 

known from Delos (Sherwin-White 252, n. 182). Holtheide collected alltogether 252 

gentilicia from Kos, 171 (= 68%) of these were not of emperors. Only 71 were imperial 

(10 are Pompeii and Antonii), 28 of which are Aureleian and date to the time of the 

Constitutio Anoniniana. That leaves 43 imperial gentilicia belonging to the first and 

second centuries (some Iulii could also be late Republican). Of these 32 are Iulio-

Claudian (some may be late Republican).  

   Holtheide has gone through 198 Greek cities in Asia Minor, of these 17 have more 

than 100 Roman gentilicia, seven have more than 200. Kos has much the highest 

percentage of non-imperial gentilicia and is only second to Ephesos (429) in actual 

numbers. Of the imperial gentilicia those of the Iulio-Claudians are the most common. 

As for the distribution in time the pattern is most similar to that of Pergamon and 

Smyrna, perhaps also Tralles. 

   In the imperial period there are many more coins (all bronze) under Augustus than 

under any of the later emperors. The coins display only Greek names. There are few 

later coins known at present, but this picture may change with the ongoing work on 

Koan provincial coinage from the Imperial period.. 

 

As for the list of priests from Halasarna (Herzog 1901), 48 of which have Latin names, 

one may note that not one of them has an imperial gentilicium. There is a cluster of 

Roman names in the late Augustan period, 11B.C.-AD 12, nos. 17, 23, 29, 32, 34 and 

39. Then there is jump to the late Tiberian era when there are three clustered together, 

nos. 53, 56, and 59. These were soon followed by nos. 63, 65, 66 and 74, 

There is also a list of the members of the presbytika palaistra, ICos 1993 ED 228, from 

the time of Claudius. Close to half of the listed members, 45 persons, have Roman 

names. Fourteen of these were probably Koans who hade received Roman citizenship. 

We can see that there are many Roman names in the inscriptions of the first century AD 

- a marked contrast to the preceding century. The Romans may also have had special 

privileges as compared to other foreign settlers.  

 

The right to own land (PH 344) 

The inscription PH 344, dating to the Augustan period and found in the village of Pyli, 

lists Romans among the people who have the right to own land in the deme of Halieis.  
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The fact that Kos had formally become part of the Roman empire changed the status of 

the Roman citizens on Kos.  

 As Koan wine was widely exported even to the western 

Mediterranean, a Roman interest in land on Kos may be connected to the production of 

wine. A monument with  inscription from the first century B.C. with the name Gaius 

Helvius, son of Gaius, Roman, shows that the Helvii had connections to the island 

(Herzog 1899, 50; ICos 2007, EF 781). The altar was set up by a freedman of Helvius. 

The Helvii were well known at Aquileia and there are, from Athens, amphora handles 

stamped THB – interpreted T(itus) Helvius Basila - (Cassola 1977, 79). 

Other double barreled handles with Latin letters exist, but in this late period they could 

be from a number of different places. Amphoras with double handles were then 

produced at several places in the Aegean world. 

 

From the inscriptions we can also see that Romans had the right to hold magistracies 

and priesthoods. We know, for instance, of Marcus Sthenius L. f., priest of Apollo at 

Halasarna 11 B.C. (Herzog 1901) and hierophylax at the Asklepieion 14-29 A.D. We 

also have Aulus Seius, Aulus' son, Varus, who was agonothet (PH 131, Höghammar 

1993, no. 19) There is also Leukios Aborienus, Leukios' son, Katlos, strategos (ICos EV 

1993, 177; and ICos 1993, EV 159, a Greek with Roman name) 

 

Is it possible to pinpoint when these special privileges were given to the Romans? Did it 

coincide with Kos becoming part of the empire? The list of priests from Halasarna 

indicates that it happened some decades later. My hypothesis is that the two or three 

earthquakes which wreaked destruction on Kos within the very short period of c. 20 

years, 26 - 6/5 BC made it absolutely necessary for the Koan local government to let 

Roman citizens participate in the running of local society to secure their help to build 

up the polis of Kos after the disasters. 
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