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The year was 166 C.E., and the Roman Empire was at the
zenith of its power. The triumphant Roman legions, under
the command of Emperor Lucius Verrus, returned to Rome
victorious after having defeated their Parthian enemies on
the eastern border of the Roman Empire. As they marched
west toward Rome, they carried with them more than the
spoils of plundered Parthian temples; they also carried an




epidemic that would ravage the Roman Empire over the
course of the next two decades, an event that would
inexorably alter the landscape of the Roman world. The
Antonine Plague, as it came to be known, would reach
every corner of the empire and is what most likely claimed
the life of Lucius Verrus himself in 169—and possibly that
of his co-emperor Marcus Aurelius in 180.

The pestilential that swept through the Roman Empire
following the return of Lucius Verrus’s army is attested to
in the works of several contemporary observers.2

The famous physician Galen found himself in the middle of
an outbreak not once, but twice. Present in Rome during the
initial outbreak in 166, Galen’s sense of self-preservation
evidently overcame his scientific curiosity, and he retreated
to his home city of Pergamon. His respite didn’t last long;
with the epidemic still raging, the emperors called him back
to Rome 1n 168.
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The effect on Rome’s armies was apparently devastating.
Close proximity to sick fellow soldiers and less-than-
optimal living conditions made it possible for the outbreak



to spread rapidly throughout the legions, such as those
stationed along the northern frontier at Aquileia. Both
emperors and their attendant physician Galen were present
with the legions in Aquileia when the plague swept through
the winter barracks, prompting the emperors to flee to
Rome and leave Galen behind to attend to the troops.

Legions elsewhere in the empire were similarly stricken;
military recruitment in Egypt drew upon the sons of
soldiers to augment their shrinking ranks, and army
discharge certificates from the Balkan region suggest that
there was a significant decrease in the number of soldiers
who were allowed to retire from military service during the
period of the plague.?

The effect on the civilian population was evidently no less
severe. In his letter to Athens in 174/175, Marcus Aurelius
loosened the requirements for membership to the
Areopagus (the ruling council of Athens), as there were
now too few surviving upper-class Athenians who met the
requirements he had introduced prior to the outbreak.?

Egyptian tax documents in the form of papyri from
Oxyrhynchus and Fayum attest to significant population
decreases in Egyptian cities; it did not escape the attention
of the cities’ administrators that mortality and the
subsequent flight of fearful survivors substantially
impacted their tax revenues.’ In Rome itself a beleaguered
Marcus Aurelius (who, after the death of Lucius Verrus,
became the empire’s sole ruler) was simultaneously
contending with a Marcomannic invasion on the empire’s
northern frontier, a Sarmatian invasion on its eastern




frontier and an empire-wide pandemic. Epigraphic and
architectural evidence in Rome indicate that civic building
projects—a significant feature of second-century Rome’s
robust economy—came to an effective halt between 166
and 180.¢ A similar pause in civic building projects shows
up in London during the same period.2
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Archaeological and textual evidence help us paint a picture
of the impact of the Antonine Plague in various regions of
the Roman Empire, but what was it?

Galen’s surviving case notes describe a virulent and
dangerous disease, the symptoms and progression of which
point to at least one—if not two—strains of the smallpox
virus.t

Dio Cassius describes the deaths of up to 2,000 people per
day in Rome alone during a particularly lethal outbreak in
189.2 It has been estimated that the mortality rate over the
23-year period of the Antonine Plague was 7—10 percent of
the population; among the armies and the inhabitants of
more densely populated cities, the rate could have been as
high as 13—15 percent.”® Aside from the practical
consequences of the outbreak, such as the destabilization of



the Roman military and economy, the psychological impact
on the populations must have been substantial. It is easy to
imagine the sense of fear and helplessness ancient Romans
must have felt in the face of such a ruthless, painful,
disfiguring and frequently fatal disease.

It 1s not difficult to understand, then, the apparent shifts in
religious practices that came about as a result of the
Antonine Plague. While civic architectural projects were
put on hold, the building of sacred sites and ceremonial
ways intensified.!

Marcus Aurelius 1s said to have invested heavily in
restoring the temples and shrines of Roman deities, and one
wonders whether it was in part due to the plague that
Christianity coalesced and spread so rapidly throughout the
empire at the end of the second century. Human beings,
both ancient and modern, tend to be more open to
considerations of the divine in times of fear and in the face
of imminent mortality. Even today in modern America,
while a place of worship is rare inside an office building,
there is one in almost every hospital. It seems that the
ancient Romans, in the face of an inexplicable and
incurable epidemic, turned to the divine. But the gods
moved slowly—it would be another 1,800 years before the
smallpox virus was finally eradicated.
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