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Apatores 

In her article on fatherlessness in Roman Egypt, Malouta digs into the social 
backgrounds of people designated as ἀπάτωρ or χρηματίζων μητρός. She 
deliberately avoids the question of the underlying reasons for identifying them as 
such, however1 . Recently, Nowak looked into the legal status of illegitimate 
children, and concluded that these expressions were merely used to distinguish 
individuals, and did not refer to legal and/or formal categories2. She dismisses a link 
with the introduction of Roman law, on the basis of the “late” popularity of these 
expressions (they are mainly attested in the second and third centuries AD, more 
than a century after the beginning of Roman rule)3. In this paper, I will argue that 
there is a link with Roman reforms, albeit local ones. Since these descriptions 
replaced a person’s patronymic, and their chronological distribution runs parallel to 
some typical evolutions of the standard identification cluster in the Roman period, 
their use can probably be explained in the same way.  

The standard mode of identification in the Graeco-Egyptian world consisted of a 
person’s name and patronymic. The only notable exception was the demotic 
contract: here mothers’ names were added to the identification of the contracting 
parties at the beginning of the document 4 . In the Roman period, however, 
metronymics appear more and more often5. The context in which the practice 
comes up, i.e. census and taxes, makes Egyptian influences seem unlikely though6. 
Indeed, the composition of the standard identification cluster in official documents 
of the Roman period, consisting of the person’s name, patronymic, metronymic and 
in many cases also paternal papponymic, seems to be the outcome of social reforms 
in the first century AD.  

The population of Roman Egypt was divided into three legal classes: Roman 
citizens, citizens of the Greek poleis, and Aegyptii. According to Roman practice, 
status was strictly hereditary: children from mixed unions generally followed the 
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“lesser” parent’s status. Only the Aegyptii paid poll tax, but within this rank there 
were some, those registered in the nome capitals (μητροπολῖται) and/or the 
gymnasium (ἀπὸ γυμνασίου), that enjoyed a 50% discount and whose socio-cultural 
status at least was considered higher than that of the average Egyptian. Founded on 
Greek custom, however, gymnasial status was initially based on Greek paternity 
only. This created a loophole for “ordinary” Egyptians to obtain privileged status 
and a tax reduction for their children, while the Roman government missed out on 
revenues. To put an end to this, the gymnasial order was ‘closed’ in the second half 
of the first century, and here membership through both the paternal and the 
maternal line became mandatory as well7. The maternal line therefore became 
crucial to determine the fiscal and social status of Aegyptii, resulting in an extension 
of the identification cluster. After the abolition of the poll tax and the demise of the 
orders in the third century, the metronymic as a genealogical identifier lost its 
practical use and quickly disappeared again (fig. 1)8.  
 

The designations ἀπάτωρ and χρηματίζων μητρός follow a similar evolution. As 
Malouta and Nowak remark, those examples that can be dated to the first century 
AD occur in the last decade, and the latest is set in AD 336-3379, almost precisely the 
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Figure 1: Chronological distribution of texts containing ID clusters with a metronymic 
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same time span as metronymics. With the introduction of the standard 
identification cluster by the end of the first century, an alternative was needed for 
individuals who could not present a legal father. The patronymic was replaced by 
the term ἀπάτωρ, or χρηματίζων μητρός in the Oxyrhynchite nome, not just for 
identification purposes, but no doubt also to facilitate the assessment of status. 
Since these expressions were only used for Aegyptii, who constituted a single legal 
class, Nowak is right in saying that they do not refer to legal status. That they were 
only used to distinguish between namesakes, however, seems a bit restrictive. There 
is indeed a connection with Roman reforms: not with the annexation and initial 
reorganization of the province, nor with the introduction of Roman law, as this did 
not apply to Aegyptii, but with the closing of the orders by the end of the first 
century AD. Although they formed no separate legal categories, membership of the 
metropolite and gymnasial orders was considered a formal status, and could only be 
obtained after strict epikrisis procedures enforced by the government10. 

If the mother belonged to a privileged family, it is not always clear which status 
these ‘fatherless’ people obtained, however. The Gnomon of the Idios Logos stipulates 
that Roman and Greek citizens were allowed to marry Egyptians, but that their 
children followed the lesser status11. Thanks to a concession in Roman law, however, 
children born from a Roman mother and an unknown father escaped this status 
degradation12. This explains why Sempronia Gemella declared her newborn twins 
Marcus Sempronius Sokrates and Marcus Sempronius Sarapion as ex incerto patre, 
although it is fairly certain that their father was Sokrates, a tax collector in Karanis 
and author of the well-known tax rolls13. In another document, Gaius Iulius Diogenes 
and his sister Iulia, both children of Iulia Primilla, are declared as σπουρίου 
υἱός/θυγάτηρ (spurius being the Latin equivalent of ἀπάτωρ) ἐκ μὴ vομίμων γάμων14. 
Since this is an extract from the prefectural epikrisis roll concerning Roman citizens, 
it is clear they inherited their mother’s status, even though there was no evidence 
that their father was a Roman as well. 

It is tempting to extrapolate this regulation to the other privileged groups in 
Egyptian society, but it must be stressed that there is no hard evidence that in those 
cases children of an “unknown” father automatically followed their mother’s status. 
The Gnomon contains no regulations concerning members of the orders, but then 
again, these did not constitute separate legal groups, so technically, when marrying 
unprivileged Egyptians, they stuck to the same class. In practice, this resulted in 
loss of membership though. If ἀπάτορες did inherit their mother’s status, it would 
indeed be much more advantageous to declare children of mixed unions as 
fatherless, just like Sempronia Gemella did.  
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Metropolitan officials, μητροπολῖται and ἀπὸ γυμνασίου 15 , and citizens of 
Alexandria or the other Greek poleis are strikingly absent from Malouta’s overview, 
however. One could argue that we simply cannot see them in our sources in this 
capacity. The problem with μητροπολῖται and ἀπὸ γυμνασίου is that they are never 
defined as such, except in epikrisis documents, since from a legal point of view, they 
did not form a distinct group. Yet there is a way round this: through titles referring 
to metropolitan offices (e.g. gymnasiarch) at least some members become visible. 
Greek citizens on the other hand generally added their tribe and deme to their 
identification cluster and so are easily traceable. Nonetheless, Malouta did not find 
any examples of ἀπάτορες belonging to either group. 

The more obvious explanation therefore is that ἀπάτορες with a mother with 
Greek, gymnasial or metropolitan status were not granted the same exception as 
children of a Roman mother. Given the strict epikrisis examinations implemented by 
the end of the first century AD, it indeed seems odd that bastards would still be able 
to sneak their way in. Malouta’s conclusion, that ‘this did not seem to taint those 
individuals in a way that was especially damaging’, is perhaps too moderate then16. 
No doubt among the many ἀπάτορες in our documents there are some who 
descended from a privileged “Greek” mother, but who were probably denied 
membership of an order or Greek citizenship because they had no (legal) father. For 
these people, the benefits of a tax reduction, ephebic training and the ensuing 
membership of the Greek gymnasium, and the prestigious metropolitan offices were 
all out of reach. The privileged family line ended with them. In a society where 
descent was crucial to secure status, this was very damaging indeed.   
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