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Introduction
1
 

In the twentieth century, archaeological discoveries have confirmed what ancient authors 

already knew, namely that in Antiquity Jewish communities could be found throughout the 

Roman world. Jewish settlement did not limit itself to the larger cities of the Roman Empire. 

In smaller towns and even in the countryside, Jewish communities seem to have been a 

common sight. Nor was this phenomenon limited to the Hellenistic period or to the first 

century C.E. Well into the third and fourth centuries, if not beyond, Jewish communities seem 

to have done well, being perhaps less affected by the rise of Christianity than the often 

virulent passages in the writings of the Church Fathers seem to suggest
2
.  

 In light of such an abundance of evidence, it is not surprising that modern authors have 

frequently wondered about the implications of this phenomenon in demographic terms. Such 

authors have focused on the question of how many Jews may have lived in the Roman Empire 

and on whether we can discern certain trends or patterns over longer stretches of time
3
. More 

detailed issues, for example regarding life expectancy, have also been raised, but they are 

decidedly less popular
4
. Still other important questions—for instance regarding the health of 

the Jews in Antiquity as reflected by pathologic changes of their bones—have not been 

addressed in any systematic fashion. Thus, the field of ancient Jewish demography is 

significantly more underdeveloped than its classical counterpart: starting in the early 1990s 

the study of ancient (non-Jewish) demography has seen changes that have revolutionized this 

field
5
. 
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 A brief glance at recent scholarship reveals why the study of ancient Jewish 

demography is in such a fairly poor state: this is not because of a lack of interest or the 

absence of expertise but because good primary data are so hard to come by. In the recent past, 

scholars interested in ancient Jewish demography have generally taken one of two approaches 

(and sometimes both, since they are not mutually exclusive). The first approach takes the 

literary sources as point of departure, in particular the figures provided by that literature
6
. The 

second approach is more theoretical in nature and centers on the question of the carrying 

capacity of Roman Palestine
7
. 

 It hardly needs stressing that both approaches have their problems. More often than 

not, we simply have no way of determining whether the figures provided by the ancient 

literary sources are reliable. Similarly, hypotheses concerning the number of people that could 

have lived in a certain area might have heuristic value, yet they do not inform us as to the 

number of people that actually lived there at a given point in time. Besides, neither approach 

can present us with more than mere snap-shots; information concerning developments over 

longer periods of time remains beyond our reach. Thus, our inability to come up with sensible 

reconstructions is such that one author has observed recently that «figures are well beyond our 

grasp », while another has gone so far as to exclaim that there are in fact « good grounds for 

despair »
8
. 

 In light of such a state of affairs, one might be tempted to conclude that the study of 

ancient Jewish demography is a lost cause. In this article I would like to argue that this is not 

so by making available new information from one of the most important sources at our 

disposal, namely the Jewish catacombs of Rome. Although these Jewish catacombs do not 

figure in discussions of Jewish demography, they are of crucial importance to gain a better 

understanding of some aspects of the demography of one of the larger Jewish Diaspora 

communities during the period from the first through the fourth century C.E
9
. 
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Delimitation of the evidence 

The evidence presented and analyzed in this article derives from a Jewish catacomb complex 

under the Villa Torlonia. Since the excavations by padre Umberto M. Fasola in the years 

1973-74, we know that this complex consists of two catacombs—a so-called upper and a 

lower catacomb
10

. The upper and lower catacombs developed separately and are to be 

considered as two catacomb complexes
11

. Both catacombs are about equally large. On the 

basis of a variety of topographical and formal features, Fasola subdivides them, correctly, into 

five regions, namely regions A-C (upper catacomb) and regions D-E (lower catacomb)
12

. It is 

important to stress that this alphabetical subdivision is not identical with the chronological 

development of the site. The correct chronological order—as hypothesized by Fasola and now 

confirmed by new chronological data gathered by the present author and his associates—is: 

A-C-B and E-D
13

. 

That both catacombs under the Villa Torlonia are Jewish, follows from the inscriptions 

and the artwork discovered in the galleries of this impressive subterranean complex
14

. Even 

though the evidence itself seems to leave little room for doubt with regard to the identification 

of those who used this site for burial, it should be noted here that Jas Elsner has recently 

questioned the validity of this identification. In a challenging article on how to define Jewish 

and early Christian art, he argues that the presence, in the Jewish catacombs, of material 

remains with an iconography that is not outspokenly Jewish, may be used to argue that these 

catacombs were not used by Jews exclusively. Instead, Elsner believes that such remains help 

to document inter-cult fluidity
15

.  

A closer look at Elsner’s line of reasoning reveals, however, that it is problematic, not 

because it is theory-driven, but because he fails to test his views against the available 

archaeological and epigraphic evidence. One of the most striking features of the Villa 

Torlonia catacomb complex is the consistency with which the inscriptions—often 
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accompanied with painted menorahs—speak of ideals and values that are distinctively 

Jewish
16

. Not a single inscription survives that embraces concepts we can identify as either 

typically pagan or characteristically early Christian. In addition, even a cursory look at the 

material remains on which Elsner bases his arguments reveals that these are but isolated 

fragments that were not employed in any structural fashion, but were normally reused to help 

seal the graves
17

. Besides, even if we did suppose these fragments derive from large 

sarcophagi that were once used for funerary purposes, why should we assume that fragments 

with a non-Jewish iconography document fluidity? By attributing a deeper religious meaning 

to fragments that are mostly quite neutral in their iconography
18

, one imposes on these 

remains—as well as on the community that used them—precisely the same interpretational 

rigidity that Elsner criticizes when discussing current conceptions of ancient Jewish art. As 

long as no truly incontrovertible evidence turns up that suggests that people other than Jews 

were laid to rest in the long and winding galleries of the Villa Torlonia complex, we must 

conclude that this catacomb complex was used in its entirety by Jews, and by Jews only
19

. 

 

The tombs in the Villa Torlonia catacombs 

In the past, references to age at death included in funerary inscriptions have frequently been 

used to reconstruct the life expectancy of the populations they commemorate. Thanks to K. 

Hopkins’ groundbreaking article dealing with the possible age structure of the Roman Empire 

we now know that epigraphic references tell us little about the demographic structure of a 

population, but instead only document its commemorative practices
20

. Something very similar 

holds true for Jewish funerary inscriptions that contain references to age at death: once 

contrasted with Model Life Tables, they too turn out to contain patterns that are 

demographically impossible
21

. 
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 Another way of looking at life expectancy is by taking as point of departure the tombs 

that have been preserved in the Villa Torlonia catacombs. On-site registration provides us 

with the following figures.  

 

Section Infant Intermediate Adult Not clear Totals 

      

A 327 24  656 15 1022 

B 159 35 171 3 368 

C 86 5 297 7 395 

      

D 77 0 728 34 839 

E 224 25 820 10 1079 

      

Totals 873 89 2672 69 3703 

   

Table 1: Tombs in the Villa Torlonia catacombs, per section 

 

Before attempting to interpret these data, it is important to recall that we did not measure 

every single loculus since this would require many months of work without the guarantee that 

this would enhance the value of our work substantially. The subdivision into « adult », 

«infant», and « intermediate » resulted from the material evidence itself: such a subdivision 

turned out to produce useful and reliable results while being workable for those who recorded 

the tombs. Although many tombs differ slightly from one another, adult tombs may generally 

be said to measure approximately 1.50 m and up. Intermediate ones measure anywhere 

between 90 cm and 1.20 m. Tombs in the category « infant » measure between 30 and 60 cm. 

Tombs labelled « not clear » are normally located in areas too degraded to determine the tomb 

type.  

 It would be desirable to know the precise age of those buried in these different kinds 

of tombs. Unfortunately, most of the tombs are empty, thus preventing us from determining 

the age of those that were buried in them. The only option is to assume that the average length 
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and growth patterns of the Jewish population buried here were similar to that of other ancient 

populations
22

. If we assume that, we may safely say that the tombs designated as « infant» 

were meant for the inhumation of infants and, possibly, also for children up to the age of 

about two or three. They certainly did not contain children beyond the ages of four or five. 

Similarly, intermediate tombs enclosed the mortal remains of those who died somewhere 

between ages of 5 and 15. Adult tombs may generally be said to have been destined for those 

who reached maturity. Of course, such a scenario does not preclude the possibility that an 

infant or a child was buried in a tomb of the adult variety (thus becoming invisible for us). As 

we will see shortly, this seems to have happened in certain sections of the Villa Torlonia 

complex (but in those sections only). 

Looking at the totals as contained in Table 1, it becomes evident that a total of 26% of 

the tombs in these catacombs belong to children as opposed to 72.2% that fall into the adult 

category. More significantly still, of these children, 23.6% fits into the category of infant 

tombs. Such evidence is not only highly interesting. It is significant that it is available at all. 

As is well known, it is often hard to identify children’s graves archaeologically. While the 

skeletal remains of children disintegrate easily, practices such as exposure and various forms 

of infanticide likewise contribute towards the disappearance of children’s graves from the 

archaeological record
23

.  Thus, it is frequently impossible to reconstruct child mortality on the 

basis of archaeological remains alone. In the case of the Villa Torlonia catacombs the 

situation is substantially different. Here, children’s graves survive because they were cut into 

the tuff walls of galleries whose formal appearance has not changed significantly within the 

last 1700 years. Consequently, such graves reflect reliably the total number of graves 

constructed in antiquity for the specific purpose of burying infants and children. While the 

above figures thus suggest that child mortality was a significant factor, the evidence becomes 
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even more dramatic once we translate all the evidence into percentages, and divide it, once 

again, into sections. 

 

Section Infants Intermediate Adults Not clear 

     

A 32% 2.4% 64.2% 1.5% 

B 43.2% 9.5% 46.5% 0.8% 

C 21.8% 1.3% 75.2% 1.8% 

D 9.2% 0 86.8% 4.1% 

E 20.8% 2.3% 76% 0.9% 

  

Table 2: Table 1 in percentages 

 

Table 2 shows that in region A and especially in region B many graves fall into the infant 

categegory, namely more than 30%. This means that either fertilty or child mortality was high 

(an probably both). Such percentages should not surprise us. In fact, they conform perfectly to 

osteological evidence from Israel itself. This evidence, although available in rather limited 

quantities only and predating the Jewish evidence from Rome by at least 50 to 100 years, 

likewise derives from an urban setting, namely Jerusalem. In the so-called Caiaphas tomb 

15.8% of all skeletal remains belongs to the age cohort 0-1, and still another 25.4% to age 

group 1-4
24

. Similar mortality rates can also be observed in the Akeldama tombs. There 

26.1% falls into the former, and 13% into the latter group
25

. Comparison with other 

osteological collections from the Jerusalem area indicates that mentioned percentages are far 

from unusual
26

. Finally,  there also exists some evidence for smaller urban centers in later 

Roman Palestine. There the survival rate for children does not seem have been any better
27

. 

Interestingly enough, such percentages are similar to those documented for non-Jewish 

populations, as is evident from still unpublished data from the second and third-century 

necropolis at Isola Sacra.    



 8 

 When we now return to the percentages documented for the Villa Torlonia catacombs 

as contained in Table 2, it can be observed that the percentages for regions A and B differ 

markedly from the percentages evidenced for region D. There only 9.2% of the graves belong 

to the category of infant graves. To be sure, named difference can be explained by taking into 

account topographical factors. Regions A and B belong to the upper catacomb and display an 

irregular pattern insofar as the placement of the tombs is concerned. This indicates that tombs 

were dug only when needed, and that the size of the tomb that was dug, was determined by 

the size of the person that was to be buried in it.  

The situation in region D, which belongs to the lower catacomb, is altogether different. 

This region was designed carefully from the outset, with tombs of the adult variety cut at 

regular intervals, and infant tombs only near corners, to fill up the remaining space. The 

regularity of this region is in fact such that it seems as if it had been planned using modern 

technological means. There can be no doubt, then, that in antiquity area D was developed 

systematically and that it essentially contained adult tombs that were available long before 

their potential users appeared on the scene. When such users turned out to be children, adult 

tombs were divided into two by means of small brick walls or tiles. Such a phenomenon can 

be observed in a number of tombs, for example in gallery D2. Inscriptional evidence that has 

been preserved in situ in this part of the catacomb also confirms that children were buried in 

adult graves
28

. This practice was probably more prevalent than the evidence that survives 

today suggests. The fact that graves of the intermediate type are wholly absent in region D 

also confirms that the fossores in this area were primarily concerned with the construction of 

one type of grave only, namely adult graves. One possible explanation for the prevalence of 

adult tombs in this region is that the D region was specifically designed for the burial of an 

immigrant rather than a stable, local population.   
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The upshot of all of this is, of course, that region D provides us with a rather skewed 

picture of infant mortality within the community that used this area for burial. The lack of 

careful planning in A and B, on the other hand, suggests that these regions do indeed reflect 

reliably, at least to some degree, the incidence of infant mortality. To this should be added 

that percentages—even in regions A and B—must always be regarded as minimum 

percentages. After all, one must always allow for the possibility that an infant was buried in 

an adult tomb, for example together with its mother when both died during delivery.  

The evidence from regions C and E is clearly more difficult to interpret. In these 

regions, most galleries are fairly regular, but some seem to have been developed along the 

principle visible in A and B: in certain areas in C and E also graves were dug only when 

needed. Such characteristics explain why infant mortality patterns in C and E hover precisely 

between the pattern documented for D and that attested in A and B. 

 

Life expectancy of the Jews of ancient Rome 

Now that we have established the percentage of infant graves, we can attempt to determine 

the life expectancy of the people that were buried here. For reasons explained earlier, the 

evidence from A and B is particularly usefull. In order to determine life expectancy patterns, 

it is necessary to resort to Coale and Demeny’s Regional Model Life Tables.
29

 It should be 

stressed that much of what follows, is an exercise in probabilistic modeling—not one that 

claims to reconstruct definitively the actual life-expectancy of all age cohorts of the 

population under study. Most problematically, mentioned Life Tables relate to stable 

populations, which the Jewish community of ancient Rome was not. To this other 

interpretational problems can still be added
30

. Even so, the results may be said to reflect the 

original demographic composition of Rome’s Jewish community better than results based on 

references to age at death as preserved in the Jewish funerary inscriptions from Rome. 
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 By comparing our table 2 with mentioned Model Life Tables, and especially with 

Model West, we may get some sense of what life expectancy might have looked like within 

the Jewish community of ancient Rome. If we assume that infant graves contain the remains 

of infants only, that is, of children that passed away before their first birthday—assuming also 

that immigration and emigration can be neglected and that there was no population growth 

within this community—the following pattern emerges
31

:  

 

 Females Males 

Region A West, level 2 /3  

 

e (0): 22.5 / 25.0 

West, level 4  

 

e (0): 25.3  

Region B East, level 1 

 

e (0): 20.0 

West, level 1 

 

e (0): 20.4 

Region C + E West, level 7 

 

e (0): 35.0 

West level 8/9 

 

e (0): 34.9 / 37.3 

Region D West, level 15 

 

e(0): 55.0 

West, level 16 

 

e (0): 54.2 

 

Table 3: Table 2 in light of Coale and Demeny’s Model Life Tables. E(0): life expectancy in 

years at age 0. 

 

In region A, life expectancy for Jewish females is extremely low. Such a life expectancy 

means that within the Jewish community of ancient Rome mortality was very high: by age 

five, half of the cohort was dead. In Region B life expectancy is a still lower than in region A. 

In fact, it is so low that in the case of females we actually have to resort to another life table. 

This does not mean that the evidence is therefore unreliable. As Sallares has argued recently, 

populations with a life expectancy of around 20 at age 0 are not unusual, especially not among 

populations that suffer from various forms of malaria
32

. Of course, such a remark is not meant 

to intimate that the Jews of ancient Rome all suffered from malaria
33

. It only serves to 
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underline the fact that these low life expectancies are demographically possible (even when 

they did little to guarantee the survival of a group characterized by such high mortality 

rates).
34

   

When we now turn to the figures for regions C and E, it immediately becomes clear 

that they are substantially higher than those ascertainable for A: they are probably too high. 

The figures for region D are definitely too high. This « deviance » can be ascribed to the 

particular tomb-construction characteristics of this region mentioned earlier. 

Once placed within a broader historical framework, it is interesting to see that the 

pattern for region A is similar to the one documented for non-Jewish females in Egypt during 

a period from the first through the middle of the third century, and to evidence that can be 

derived from Ulpian’s Life Table
35

. Even though this non-Jewish evidence may be less 

reliable than we would like to think
36

, it is probably not a coincidence that our Jewish 

evidence is on a par with such life expectancy levels—levels that are, incidentally, known 

from other, pre-modern societies too
37

. This is not suprising. In ancient Rome, Jews lived 

under the same poor sanitary conditions as the rest of the population, suffered from the same 

diseases, and had to deal with the same health hazards as the rest of the urban population
38

. 

For them too, Rome was nothing but a population sink, that is, an environment in which 

population growth was minimal or non-existent and in which immigration represented an 

essential ingredient to safeguard the survival of the population.
39

 As we have already seen, 

region D may be indicative of the existence of such an immigrant population.  

That we encounter so many infant graves in the Villa Torlonia catacombs is also 

exceptional. It immediately brings to mind a series of passages in both Jewish and non-Jewish 

sources that stress that Jews were opposed to infanticide and under the moral duty of rearing 

children that had been exposed
40

. Whether the Jews of ancient Rome ascribed to this practice, 

it is impossible to ascertain, even though the evidence is suggestive indeed.
41
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However this may be, it is clear that the percentages recorded in Table 2 are 

impressive indeed. Such percentages provide us, rather unexpectedly, with a unique 

opportunity to reflect on questions of life expectancy—even when such reflections are based 

on data that allow us to say frustratingly little about adult mortality
42

. They also provide us 

with a means to determine the size of the Jewish population of ancient Rome, as we will now 

see.   

  

Size of the Jewish population of ancient Rome 

If we accept that life expectancy for the Jews of ancient Rome must have been somewhere 

between 22.5 and 25 years of age, then it becomes possible to determine the Crude Death 

Rate
43

. Again, this determination is based on the assumption that we are dealing with a 

stationary population. In the case of the region A, this rate hovers somewhere between 44.4 

and 39.5 births and deaths per thousand people, depending on whether one takes Model West 

Females Level 2 or Model West Males Level 4 as point of departure. Such figures are not 

unusual for pre-modern societies.  

 Now that we know the Crude Death Rate, our next step is to match this evidence with 

the tombs in the Villa Torlonia catacomb. The upper and lower Villa Torlonia catacombs 

contain a total of 3703 graves. Since there is no evidence for either reburial or reuse of these 

graves
44

, and the Villa Torlonia catacombs are known in their entirety, we may assume that 

the number of tombs corresponds roughly to the number of individuals buried in them. If we 

then take into account that in region D, and to a lesser extent in C and E, adult tombs were 

used for the burial of infants in ways that can no longer be ascertained on site, we should 

perhaps also assume that the number of extra infant burials in this area amounted to about 

400
45

.  
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 On the assumption, then, that some 4100 individuals were buried in the Villa Torlonia 

catacombs over a period of roughly 250 years it follows that the number of tombs needed per 

year amounted to approximately 16.4. With a Crude Death Rate of about 40 per thousand, the 

community that buried in the Villa Torlonia catacombs can thus not have been larger than 410 

people. This is not to say that this community could not have been larger. Mentioned figure is 

just an average. It only means that if the community was bigger than 410 at one time, it must 

have smaller at other points in time
46

. Assuming that the average family size for Jews in 

Rome was similar to that hypothesized for families in Roman Egypt, namely 4.3, we may 

conclude that the Jewish community that used the Villa Torlonia catacombs consisted, on 

average, of some 95 families
47

. This is a sobering figure, especially for those who are familiar 

with the Villa Torlonia catacombs and its sheer endless maze of galleries, each of which is 

studded with graves. 

 Using this type of approach, it is also possible to propose new figures for the size of 

Rome’s Jewish population in its entirety. In addition to the Villa Torlonia catacombs, there 

once existed Jewish catacombs at Monteverde and along the Via Appia. There were also 

Jewish hypogea along the Via Labicana and in the Vigna Cimarra. Although the Jewish 

catacomb along the Via Appia has been excavated only partially, most of its plan is known. 

The Monteverde catacomb no longer exists today, but fortunately, we have two plans that 

allow us to determine the extent of its underground galleries. The same holds true for the 

hypogeum on the Via Labicana—a site that was not very big in any event. The hypogeum in 

the Vigna Cimarra is known from descriptions only
48

.  

 If we take the evidence from Villa Torlonia as our point of departure, we arrive at an 

average of 3.8 tombs per meter of underground gallery. If we then apply this figure to 

mentioned catacombs and hypogea, we arrive at a grand total of 6864 tombs
49

. Again, it is 

important to remember that these are averages. Thus, tomb density in the Vigna Randanini 
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catacombs is certainly lower than in the Villa Torlonnia catacombs, but tomb density in the 

now destroyed Monteverde catacomb could very well have been higher, to judge from 

Müller’s report who describes this site as a labyrinth of galleries with a complex network of 

tombs constructed one on top of the other. Along similar lines, we are probably right to 

assume that within this figure of 6864 tombs, infant tombs are underrepresented in the same 

way and for the same reasons as is the case in region D of the Villa Torlonia catacombs. If so, 

the number of 6864 tombs corresponds to a total of 7436 burials. A total of 7436 burials over 

a period of some 300 years equals 24.7 tombs per year. With an average Crude Death Rate of 

40 per thousand, the Jewish communities that used mentioned cemeteries for burial cannot 

have exceeded 620 people or 144 families. Again, these figures are truly sobering in light of 

the size generally assumed for this community. This size—which is based on an analysis of 

two isolated references in the literary sources—ranges from 10,000 to 60,000
50

.  

 Of course, it is crucially important to recall that the figures proposed on the basis of 

the funerary evidence represent a minimum-figure only. The Jewish community of ancient 

Rome is likely to have consisted of more than 600 people, and there can be no doubt that 

fluctuations occurred over time—either as a result of immigration, emigration, expulsions, 

and because of seasonal mortality
51

. In addition, it is also conceivable that we no longer 

dispose of vital evidence: Jewish catacombs and hypogea may have disappeared in the course 

of time. Besides, some Jews may have refrained from marking their graves in ways that 

makes it possible for us today to identify them as Jewish. Roman Jews may also have been 

buried elsewhere in Italy, even though it seems unlikely that this happened on a large scale. 

The Jews of ancient Rome may even have used cemeteries sub divo—that is, cemeteries in the 

open air that we are no longer able to trace.  

 Still, even if we assume that the 600 persons accounted for on the basis of the 

archaeological evidence represent a mere 10% of the Jewish community that lived in Rome 
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during the period of the first through fourth centuries, we must nonetheless conclude the 

earlier estimate of up to 60,000 people is in desperate need of revision. After all, it is simply 

inconceivable that 99% of the archaeological evidence bearing on this community has been 

lost (the surviving evidence being 600 out of a hypothesized total of 60,000 people, that is 

1%). Since the earlier estimates are extrapolations that are purely hypothetical to begin with, I 

believe that we should dispense with them altogether. The archaeological evidence speaks a 

clear language: during the period under discussion the Jewish community in ancient Rome did 

not encompass more than an average of a few thousand souls at best. Its membership did most 

certainly not run into the tens of thousands, as all previous writers on this issue have 

suggested. Confirmation also comes from the Jewish funerary inscriptions: to date, some 600 

such inscriptions are known. This number stands in strong numerical contrast to the 40,000 

early Christian inscriptions discovered thus far. Since there is no reason to suppose that there 

are differences in the survival rate of Jewish versus early Christian inscriptions or in the 

epigraphic habits of both communities, we must conclude that these figures confirm our 

calculations, namely that the Jews of ancient Rome represented only a minor portion of the 

overall population.  

 

Conclusions   

In this article I have argued that the archaeological evidence preserved in the Villa Torlonia 

catacombs allows us to theorize about the life expectancy as well as the size of the Jewish 

community of ancient Rome. Although the Villa Torlonia materials provide us with certain 

kinds of information only, it nevertheless becomes clear that they allow us to view the Jewish 

community of ancient Rome from an unconventional perspective, namely that of population 

history. It is also clear that my main conclusions—namely, that life expectancy was low and 

that the Jewish community of ancient Rome was significantly smaller than has been assumed 
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previously—have far-reaching consequences for the way in which we perceive this 

community and its role in history. For example, we know that Jews lived throughout the city 

and that in that sense they were very much part of the urban tissue of ancient Rome. We also 

know that most of these neighborhoods do not exactly qualify as salubrious
52

. The life 

expectancy figures as hypothesized in Table 3 confirm what this meant on a day-to-day basis: 

while these were neighborhoods where diseases spread easily and sanitary circumstances were 

far from ideal, the Jews of ancient Rome were exposed to the very same health hazards that 

also threatened the rest of the urban populace. Thus, Jews may have suffered from malaria as 

well.
53

 They were probably also prone to a host of other diseases. In short, the materials 

analyzed in this essay present us with independent evidence to confirm what onomastic data 

also tell us, namely that in terms of their living conditions, Roman Jews had much in common 

with the non-Jewish urban masses
54

.       

 It hardly needs stressing that under these conditions, the growth rate of the Jewish 

community of ancient Rome is unlikely to have been very big. For the Jews too, the capital of 

the Roman Empire was a population sink. This meant that they needed immigrants to keep 

their community from achieving negative population growth. Jewish epitaphs indicate that 

immigration occurred and that such immigrants came from all over the Roman world
55

. Too 

few inscriptions survive to help us determine the actual number of immigrants. Still, the fact 

that these immigrants derived from a variety of out-of-the way places seems to suggest that 

immigration might have occurred on a larger scale than we would perhaps otherwise expect.

 In light of named precarious demographic balance, it should not surprise us that the 

total number of Jews as calculated on the basis of the evidence from the Jewish catacombs of 

Rome is much lower than that presupposed by everyone who has ever written about this topic. 

This is not surprising inasmuch as the traditional view is based on evidence that we are 

incapable of evaluating properly. It is worthwhile to stress that the lower figures I have 
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proposed in the course of this paper do not represent isolated data. They are in keeping with a 

general tendency to criticize inflated population estimates based on literary sources 

exclusively
56

, with new suggestions concerning the total number of Jews in the Roman 

Empire
57

, as well as with a new calculation with regard to the maximum number of people 

residing in Rome under Augustus. According to this calculation, this number amounted to 

around 450,000 rather than to 750,000 or more, as proposed by previous writers on the 

subject
58

. Once we contrast Jewish with non-Jewish evidence, the conclusion becomes 

inescapable: less than 2% of the inhabitants of ancient Rome was Jewish
59

.  

 It goes beyond saying that such a percentage has a profound effect on the ways in 

which we view the Jewish community of ancient Rome, both insofar as its internal structure is 

concerned as well as regards the relations between this community and the non-Jewish world 

that surrounded them. The small size of the community might help to explain, for example, 

why no remains of monumentally constructed synagogues were ever found in Rome. After all, 

given the small size of the community, it is quite conceivable that a community of this size 

convened, at least in part, in settings that were primarily domestic in terms of architectural 

character rather than in more elaborately structured buildings
60

. Along similar lines, while a 

small-sized community does not necessarily make the existence of an overarching body 

superfluous, it nevertheless raises the question of whether the infrastructure of the Jewish 

community of ancient Rome was such as to create the need or desire for the formation of such 

a gerousia.
61

  

 If we accept the thesis that the Jewish community of ancient Rome was but small 

numerically speaking, this also throws new light on the much-debated issue of conversion to 

Judaism in late antiquity
62

. It is true that the Jewish epitaphs from Rome indicate that 

conversion to Judaism did occur to some degree, but it is not possible to determine on what 

scale
63

. Yet, given the relatively small size of the community, it does not seem very likely that 
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we are dealing with a community that was growing rapidly due to the gaining of new 

adherents in significant numbers. With mortality levels that reduced the community by half by 

the time its members had reached the age of five, the Jewish community of ancient Rome was 

primarily concerned with trying to ward off negative population growth. Concerns about 

maintaining this precarious demographic balance must have had consequences concerning the 

process of identity formation. This, in turn, must have influenced the attitude of Roman Jews 

towards accepting new believers in their midst.  

 Besides, we also have to consider an alternative scenario, namely, that the Jewish 

community was so small because it lost members to evangelizing Christians. Again, whether 

this happened and, if so, on what scale, it is impossible to ascertain. What is clear, though, is 

that the sources are far too scant to argue that after the Bar Kokhba revolt the Jews of the 

Diaspora were an easy prey for Christian missionaries because generally «disenchanted, 

disaffected, and despondent »
64

.   

 Classical authors indicate that the Jews of ancient Rome were tangibly present, at least 

in the first century
65

. In late antiquity, Jews in all parts of Italy continued to be a factor of 

importance, as evidenced by archaeology, late Roman law, and by the letters of Gregory the 

Great
66

. As is well known, a new evaluation of all this evidence has resulted in a major 

revision of the Jew’s role in the later Roman world, especially in the Diaspora
67

. Still, we 

have not yet made great progress with regard to interpreting all this evidence properly. For 

example, what do we really mean when we say that Jews were at home in the Diaspora? How 

visible were the Jews? And what did such « visibility » entail?    

 The evidence presented in this article does not make an answer to such questions any 

easier. Evidently, it would be plainly wrong to conclude that the small size of Rome’s Jewish 

community precludes it from having been able to influence their contemporaries on a 

conceptual level. On the other hand, it seems hard to dispute the claim that « size does 
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matter»: a community made up of 60,000 members (the old hypothesis) is certainly more 

prominent and tangible than a community consisting of only 600 people (the new hypothesis). 

The archaeological evidence from Rome indicates that while Jews remained tangibly present 

during the late antique period, and in no doubt about their own identity
68

, the community 

might have been so small as to have been a major factor in the development of Christianity 

only at an early stage, but perhaps not in the fourth century or later. Such a conclusion fits 

nicely with Stephen Spence’s new study that shows that the separation between Rome’s 

Jewish and early Christian communities may have occurred much earlier and on a much more 

fundamental level than has been supposed hitherto
69

.  

 From the viewpoint of modern demography, it is clear that the archaeological evidence 

presented in this article is far from complete. In fact, we lack vital data, and in order to draw 

conclusions we need to make several assumptions and develop various working hypotheses. 

Such hypotheses include the idea that we are looking at a stable/stationary population and that 

Model Life Tables may be consulted for heuristic purposes. In the course of this article, it has 

become evident that working hypotheses such as these are far from ideal. Sometimes they are 

even plainly problematic
70

. Hence the conclusion that our reconstructions are nothing but an 

attempt to approach a past that, in reality, was far more complex and that we will never be 

able to reconstruct fully.
71

 Nevertheless, it would be unwise to exclude the archaeological 

evidence from our discussions of ancient Jewish history only because it is so difficult to 

interpret it properly. As I have tried to make clear, reflecting on the demography of Rome’s 

Jewish community is crucially important if we are to understand how this community 

functioned and how it fitted into the larger framework of late antique society.  

 What is perhaps most amazing about this community is not its small size. Rather it is 

the fact that such a small community was capable of constructing and maintaining catacombs 

in the first place. Consisting of an elaborate network of underground galleries hidden away 



 20 

below the Roman countryside, these underground cemeteries are truly works of art. Their 

impressive size, their imposing architectural appearance, and their extraordinary pictorial 

decoration testify to the existence of a community that does not seem to have despaired in the 

face of mortality rates characteristic of a high pressure regime. Instead, Roman Jews 

organized themselves into a well-functioning community, successfully maintained their 

identity in the cultural melting pot that was ancient Rome, and set out to construct cemeteries 

where the deceased members of the community could be laid to rest in an appropriate fashion, 

that is in a community-setting that was specifically Jewish. The surviving archaeological 

evidence thus indicates that even under harsh demographic conditions, the Jews of ancient 

Rome were capable of upholding their culture and, more importantly, of shaping their own 

destiny.     
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