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"The lowly and invincible of 
the earth - to endur e and 
endw-c and then endur e, 

tomorrow and tom orro w and 
tomorrow." Jr tak es write rs with 
profound hum an sympathie s, such 
as William Faulkner, to capture 
whar the mass o f hum an ity do 
with rheir lives in any period of 
human history. Faulkner's short 
story Tomorrow, quoted here, is 
one of this earth 's most curiou sly 
moving stori es abo ur a father's 
love for a son. Faulkn er ca lls 
"invincible" the forgotten and 
nameless poo r whom Rob ert 
Knapp calls " invisible" . 

ln /11uisible Romans, Knapp 

finds ways of mak ing the lives of 
the non-e lite cit izens, freedmen 
and slaves, men, women and 
chi ldr en, who lived during the 
first thr ee centuries of the Roman 
Empir e, more than visible. In 
direct , a lmost storyte ller-like 
prose , he mak es us feel what 
life was like for ordinary people 
living between the ages of 
Augustus and Cons tantine, what 
troub les and sorrows th ey had 
daily, with what mind sets they 
faced their tomorrow s, what 
joys they took from life, how 
rhey go t by - or didn't. 

Knapp sometimes sacrifices 
rigour by refer ring generally ro 

' sour ces. For each of his nine 
chapters, how ever,' he do es give 
intelligent guidance to readable 
schol arly treatments. There is also 
a useful "w ho's who " and "what's 
what" of literary evidence. 

Why is such a book called for? 
To answer that, one pictur e is 
worth a reviewer's par agraph of 
words. Go to Dav id Lebedoff's 
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2008 para llel biography of 
Evelyn Waugh and George 
O rwell, Th e Same Man, an d look 
at the photograph of the Bright 
Young Thin gs wh o, one early 
morning in London a fter a 
Mo za rt cos tu me parry, comman 
deere d jackhammers from a 
crew of nameless and, even in 
the photog raph, all but face less 
street workers. 

As Knapp not es, so me 
50 million to 60 million ordinary 
people lived out their lives in a 
Ro man Empire dominated by 
"a t iny, self-perp etuating elite 
that was limited and defined by 
wealth, traditio n, blood and 
pow er" . T he super-elite senators 
and equestr ians an d the lesser elite 
member s of the dccurial order 
who ran thin gs in cities and town s 
taken together numbered no more 
than 200,000. Yet they controlled 
80 per cent of the wea lth of the 
Empire. How did we ever come 
to use the express ion "how the 
other ha /fliv es"? 

Knapp ferrets our how the 
other 99 .5 per cent lived by 
mining inscriptions, mostly 
funerary; graffiti; papyrus letters; 
sources, such as mag ical papyri 
and the 1st centur y AD Carmen 
Ast rolog icum, char reflect the 
concerns of ordinary people 
seeking to ward off ever
thr eatening misfortunes, get love 
or vengeance, or gra b hold of rar e 
good luck; New Testamenr storie s 
natura lly dir ected at working
class (if they were lucky ) Chri stian 
communiti es; the compr ehensive 
collection of Rom an legal 
materials known as the Digest; 
Greek romance literature; 

Roman baths offered 
'for the ordinary and elite 
alike, not only social 
interaction but a dangerous 
lack of hygiene' 
Apu leius, Petroniu s, Phaedru s and 
Plautus; an d standard wor ks from 
the canon that mention in passing 
how the ot her 60 million live. 

Read Invisible Romans and 
you will be disa bused of any 
fantasies of going to Roman 
baths. They offered, as Knapp 
describes, " for the o rdinar y and 
elite alike, not only socia l 
interaction but a dan gero us lack 
of hygiene shockin g even to 
contemplat e". You will also find 
out wh y, in an age of constant 
unde rempl oyment, a career as 

a soldier was coveted, despite the 
long-term com mitm ent, dan ger, 
separat ion from family and the 
lega l celibacy th at it imposed . 

A photograph of th e signat ures 
that two women slaves named 
Delftr i and Amica, working 
togeth er in a roof- tile factory, 
crude ly scrat ched into the so ft 
clay of one of the tiles alongs ide 
the imprint s of their tin y shod feet 
speaks volumes about the todays 
and the hop es for tomorrows o f 
Knapp' s Roman s made visible. 

Thi s is a remarkably kind and 
thoughtful book. 

Tom Palaima is professor of 
Classics, Universi ty of Texas 
at Aus tin. 
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First Life opens with a beau ti
fully evocarive anecdote. 
Taking a nig ht-time swim 

off the coast of Baja California 
beneath a clear starry sky, David 
Deamer was struck by an over
powering sense of oneness with 
the Universe. Starlight from the 
b.right conste llations above had 
tra velled hundreJs of light years 
to mix with the flashing lumines
cence of aquatic living orga nisms 
as he swa m in the bay. Cou ld 
there rea lly exist a link between 
the stars and life, in a scientific 
sense rarher than astrologica l? 

Deamer certainly thinks so, 
and in this insightfully written 
hook he explai ns how over recent 
decades we have come to under
stand how the roo ts of life on 
Eart h reach back out into rhe 
cosmos. The chem ical elements 
needed for life - carbon, oxygen, 
ni trogen and so on - are 


