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ABSTRACT
Children in Greco-Roman Society

The definition of childhood in historical studies is as recent
a problem as the attention devoted by scholars to this age
group. A reflection on the nomenclature used in Greek and
Latin literary, epigraphic, legal and properly medical sources
and the comparison with paleopathological studies allows us
to interpret the historical perception of childhood in terms
of incompleteness. In the Hippocratic and Galenic tradition
this incompleteness unites children to fragile and marginal-
ized categories, namely women and the elderly, but above all
it does not recognize their specific diseases, delaying the birth
of pediatrics for centuries.
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The history of children, to whom research seems to give more and more space re-
cently, is the last to have won the interest of scholars. They are gradually trying to give
voice to a significant phase of human existence, necessarily marked by silence before
birth, and by the inability to articulate meaningful words immediately after'. As a
matter of fact, infancy extends its boundaries around the age of seven, if Quintilian?,
rhetorician and school teacher under the Flavian dynasty, overlaps infans® and puer®.
It seems as if the etymological origin of the word ‘infant’ (unable to speak) and the
silence of historical sources, which rarely give explicit attention to children, are con-
sistent with each other. In this difficult path of investigation, the history of ancient
medicine offers a research perspective particularly functional to the topic. In fact, it
is methodologically accustomed to collecting data which are distributed in the most
varied and heterogeneous fields of knowledge. Therefore, historians of medicine are
used to collaborate with all their “sister disciplines”, traditional and new, in the recon-
struction of nosological frameworks.

Specifically, the anthropological investigation on the skeletal remains of individu-
als of subadult age, found in the Roman necropolises of the imperial age, provides
us with the extraordinary opportunity to subject to a multidisciplinary approach the
study of the lifestyles of children and adolescents. Otherwise, their age and social
condition would exclude any possibility of historical reconstruction. The first level of
multidisciplinary comparison concerns the definition of non-/sub-adult age which is
different from the point of view of the discipline that deal with it. Besides, we have to
take into account all the significant fluctuations that each specific historical-cultural
contexts implies. This is particularly evident from the study of the sources relating to
the ancient Roman world. The criteria adopted are rather flexible and indicative®. Just
to give an example, the Quintilian scan of the phases of non-/sub-adulthood places the
child’s aptitude for speech around the age of seven.

However, Quintilian does not seem to associate this age with a too rigid cognitive
watershed; instead, he emphasizes the early gradualness and progressiveness of an
intellectual development whose fruits will be capitalized upon once adulescentia is
reached®. The articulation of the ages for hebdomades, moreover, does not have a sim-
ply magical-symbolic connotation, or at least not only’. The encephalo-myelogenetic
theory of semen, which the sources attribute to the physician Alecmaeon of Croton (VI
century BCE), in fact, associates cognitive maturation with sexual maturation and
fixes on a biological basis the scanning of ages according to an hebdomadal scheme?®.
The criterion of seven is also actively applied in the legal field.

Roman law, however, tends to distinguish the phases of childhood in a more rigid way
than Quintilian does, although without formalizing the distinction in norm’: the apti-
tude for speech is associated with cognitive maturation, but to the extent that it allows
the individual a deliberative act consciously consequent to the exercise of voluntas.
For the time span between 0 and 14 years, it is even possible to infer from the sources
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a further distinction between those who cannot speak (qui fari non possunt), those
who can speak without understanding (qui fari possunt sine intelligere) and those
who can speak (qui fari possunt) with an understanding adequate to involvement in a
negotiation act'?. The last ones are flanked but not replaced by a guardian at least until
entry into puberty (14 years for male, 12 for female)': again sexual maturation and
cognitive maturation overlap. It follows that the so-called infantia maior coincides
with pueritia, which is defined, for purely practical and formal reasons, from the age
of seven'?.

The recurrence of the number seven both to define the ages of man’s life and to quan-
tify its duration suggests a parameterization of Roman law which seems to be inspired
by a very ancient belief. This associates the seven and its multiples to the relationship
between sexual maturation and socio-political function of gender, which is intellectu-
al in the case of the male and reproductive in the case of the female'. The biopolitical
value of the scan into hebdomades also has nosological relevance. It plays a remark-
able role in the interpretation of the symptoms and in the therapeutic approach'* to the
disease within the CH, as the importance of the number seven in the identification of
the critical days of a pathology testifies. Even before birth, the CH defines the stages
of intrauterine life' on an arythmological basis according to which the fetus of seven
months survives and that of eight months has a higher risk of dying'c.

The terminological inhomogeneity that the ancient historical, literary and medical
sources highlight with respect to the identification of certain boundaries to determine
childhood, has led to a significant reflection also in bioarchaeology. In this field of
study, the prevailing nomenclature is either “sub-adult” or “non-adult”: they are used
to indicate the skeletal remains of an individual under the age of 19'7. Whether one or
the other is preferred, the problem remains the historical-social perception of child-
hood that continues to be defined in a relationship of subordination with respect to
adulthood or in terms of its denial. Little difference, therefore, with respect to the
Aristotelian perspective of the child as an adult in power: in a teleological vision of
existence the adult constitutes the formal and final cause of childhood'®. No doubt
the convenience of the nomenclature facilitates classification, but partly obscures the
specifics of this existential segment that should be defined in dynamic continuity with
intrauterine life and adulthood. On balance, the metaphorical language of literature,
which often expresses the idea of conception, growth and development through im-
ages drawn from the plant and animal world, seems to represent with less rigidity
the phases of childhood. As Rosa Rita Marchese acutely points out, the physical and
psychological portrait, probably of the young Ligurinus, which Horace traces in Odes
4.10, expresses with epigrammatic intensity the transition as gradual as inexorable,
from youth to maturity'®. The description has the advantage of simultaneously call-
ing into question the two main paradigms of the passage from one age to another: the
vegetable one®, through the image that associates youth and flos rosae puniceae (v. 4),
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where adulthood is characterized by a more prosaic and less healthy color (v. 4)*'; the
animal one that associates the appearance of the beard** with the appearance of feath-
ers? in adult birds. The two paradigms are widely exploited by Aristotle: he seems to
superimpose the continuity of the phases of human life on the biological continuity
of natural species*, according to a scheme that defines the hierarchy of living organ-
isms starting from the gradualness of the functions that characterize them (vegetative,
sensitive and rational)®.

It is true, however, that the definition of childhood in close dependence on adulthood
is reflected in the way in which this phase of life is dealt with by medical treatises at
least until the mid-fifteenth century, when Bagellardo dal Fiume publishes in Padua
his Libellus de aegritudinibus infantium ac remediis (1472). Until that moment, in
fact, medicine deals with the theme of childhood in an asystematic way and in subor-
dination to embryology, gynecology, dietetics and in general with respect to all other
areas of care. An exception is the treatise De curis puerorum by Rhazes that circulates
in the Latin West thanks to the translation by Gerard of Cremona (IX-X century)?® and
which, as Karl Sudhoff*’ already points out, represents one of Bagellardo’s main refer-
ences®®. The medical sources of antiquity and, due to the persistence of Hippocratism
and Galenism, of the Middle Ages and part of the Modern Age®, seem to recognize
only incidentally the child’s body as a place of specific diseases and particular care.
Leslie Dean-Jones’ detailed review of CH’s writings also highlights the difficulty of
correctly interpreting the use of terms such as naig, moaidiov, Todickn, pepdxiov and
napBévoc®, especially in reference to specific clinical cases, and therefore to isolate
a specific field of pediatrics: none of the above words unequivocally indicates child-
hood*'. Where the context allows, the child’s body is defined in relation to the primary
qualities of the natural elements, specifically heat and humidity. In the growth path, in
fact, what matters is the principle of proximity to the prenatal condition in which the
nourishment is attributable to the constitutive excess of moisture in the female body
(normally balanced by the menstrual flow, which is interrupted during pregnancy so
that the blood is diverted to the embryo) and the development of the innate heat that
allows the coction, that is to say the thickening of the yovn*2. The vegetal paradigm of
the seed, planted in the earth and nourished by it, well defines conception®® from the
enunciation of the formula with which, in Attic law, the father entrusts the nubenda to
the bridegroom hoping for “the plowing of legitimate children’*.

The persistence and diffusion of the plant paradigm also in the nosological field is
evidenced by a famous metric inscription®. It is a funerary epitaph (Rome?*, II-I11
century AD) for the little Lucius Minicius Anthimianus destined for an early death
(4 years, 5 months, 20 days) as a result of a series of pathologies to which his father,
perhaps a physician, tries in vain to cope®’. The complexity of the clinical story of this
maig dmpog, which makes a precise retrospective diagnosis extremely difficult, seems
to be a sort of cursus morborum that takes on the contours of a tragic pathography,
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of a competitive effort aimed at removing the child from his inevitable destiny of
death through sophisticated medical care. The term vimov (v. 6), which legally places
Lucius Minicius Anthimianus in the age segment of infantia minor, can be associated
with the adjective gvepvng (v. 15) which connotes the first phase of the child’s short
life in the sense of flowering, exploiting the semantic field proper to vegetation’®.
Galen* also uses it by quoting a comment by Zeuxis of Taranto (empirical school,
IIT century BC) to Hippocrates in which children are defined vmo until they reach
puberty (fjn): in the passage the children copxodtar [...] pdAlov kol evepvéotepa
yiveton [...] (“they put on more meat [...] and they become much more prosperous
[...].”)*%. Perhaps the association between vijmiog (here almost a condensation of the
stages of life) and evepvrig in the text of the epigraph is less naive than one might
believe and comforts us in hypothesizing the medical profession, or at least a certain
habit of reading medical texts, for the unfortunate father. More generally, the pas-
sage in question reiterates, adding to the authority of Hippocrates that of Herophilus,
that viyma are all children up to puberty, not those whose age is between birth and
5-6 years, “as most are now saying”*!, a sign that the scan of the age groups was not
homogeneous even in the medical field. The discrimination is determined by the ex-
tent of spermatogenesis and menstrual flow that contribute to the balance of humors
and temperature in the transition from childhood to adolescence (and therefore the
distance from the actors of conception). In both Hippocrates and Galen, therefore,
pediatric etiopathogenesis would seem to be marked by the common denominator
of incomplete development*?: it determines a unbalance that unites children, women
and the elderly in a condition of fragility and greater exposure to diseases, which is
a constant in pathocenotic frameworks through centuries. The tekeldtng as a prereq-
uisite of health has probably discouraged the interest of ancient Greek and Roman
medicine to define an autonomous nosological and therapeutic field for children® as
they are simply characterized by an incomplete development of bone tissues, glands
responsible for the absorption of excess humors*, and the immune system, it could be
added today, because of their high mortality rate compared to the spread of infectious
diseases. It is no coincidence that in the passage of Galen to which reference has been
made, the distinction between childhood and adolescence is introduced precisely in
relation to a disease found more in children, namely epilepsy: it is attributable to a hu-
moral excess of black bile or phlegm (cold and wet) that must be drained through the
use of medical matter (diuretics and emetics) and that in any case is reduced with de-
velopment because puberty is warmer and drier®. In this form of humoral imbalance,
childhood and old age are united, even if they represent the physiological extremes of
existence. Childhood, in fact, due to excess moisture and heat, corresponds to spring;
old age, on the other hand, as cold and dry, corresponds to winter. However, when the
distribution of primary qualities is associated with the four humors, the phlegm, which
is not cold and dry, but cold and wet, seems to prevail. Galen* tries to resolve this
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apparent contradiction by identifying in old age both the dryness of the solid parts of
the body, due to the exhaustion of the innate humor, and an excess of acrid substance
similar to phlegm, due to the exhaustion of innate heat that hinders the perfection of
the concoction processes. This cold moisture of old age overlaps with that of child-
hood affected by epilepsy: both, in fact, are due to phenomena of incompleteness that
alter the humoral balance*'.

The case of the little Lucius Anthimianus offers a sort of nosological compendium
that manifests in succession an inflammation of the testicles, a bone necrosis and
an infection of the bowels generally traced back to the effects of three forms of
tuberculosis: urogenital, osteomyelitic, peritoneal. However, a more cautious ap-
proach that takes into account the generic nature of the symptoms described and the
little information on the environmental conditioning that could have facilitated the
onset of the disease or diseases that have affected Lucius Anthimianus is absolutely
acceptable®. Tuberculosis is a hypothesis consistent with the pathocenotic frame-
work coeval with the inscription, but in the uncertainty of retrodiagnosis the only
certain fact with respect to the possibility of identifying the etiopathogenesis of the
diseases mentioned in the epigraph in a pathogen (not necessarily tuberculosis) is
the ease of children to contagion, especially in densely populated urban contexts.
The case of Rome from the end of the Republican age to the III-IV century AD is
emblematic in this sense. The demographic increase, to which significant migratory
flows from the countryside and provinces contribute, the influx of slave labor, the
increase in housing units and commercial and craft activities affect the quality of
life also from a health point of view. The interdictal decrees and literary sources
testify how “abusive” sewage discharges and some commercial activities such as
fullonicae polluted the air, water and agricultural funds, exposing especially chil-
dren to the contagion of infectious diseases. The air that surrounds the body and
enters the body through the inhalation and intake of food and drink are among the
factors to which Galen® attributes the quality of health. The osteological lesion to
the left femur of a child aged between 2 and 4 years, whose remains were found in
tomb 46 of area Q in the necropolis of Casal Bertone, fits perfectly into this context
and seems to have some affinity with the case of Lucius Anthimianus. The skeletal
remains reveal, in fact, the action of pathogenic microorganisms attributable to the
polluting effects of the sewage of a fullonica near which the child and his family
lived. Polluted water, air, food are alike to be at the origin of the infection, not to
mention that the bacterial load may have been transmitted to the baby through breast
milk*®. Lucius Anthimianus was also breastfed by his mother by paternal will (v. 14)
and could therefore have been exposed to the pathogenic effects of environmental
pollution both directly and by vertical contagion. Finally, in the semeiotics of the
third disease, the reference to the swelling of the bowels is accompanied by the “fu-
sion” of the other parts (v. 28), which the text expresses through the verb éxtrko.
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Swelling and abdominal consumption are among the symptoms identified by the CH
for a specific pathology of fullones®', to which Ramazzini refers talking about the
occupational diseases of those who use urine to stain and dye tissues®. It is prob-
ably a nosological framework attributable to an etiopathogenesis of an infectious
nature® and surprises, also in this case, the precision of the epigraph in the use of the
medical lexicon: the verb éxtrkm, in fact, seems to echo the Hippocratic use of verb
Euvtnko used precisely to express the abdominal decay of fullones. If, therefore,
the impact of the environmental factor on the characterization of pathocenosis and
on the interpretation of nosological frameworks so ambiguous and distant in time
is evident, the role of socio-economic variables in the effects produced on the life-
style and health of children assumes equal importance. The definition of the child
as a non-adult/sub-adult is perfectly superimposable to his biological perception
of incompleteness™ and this seems to be the only parameter of social relevance of
childhood in the Greco-Roman world. Free children or children of servile condition
are in various ways involved in work activities compatibly with the functionality
of the relationship between the task and the level of development of physical and
intellectual abilities. It was not necessary to wait until puberty for this to happen
“quia etiam impuberis aliquae operae esse possunt”, says the Digest®. The work of
children is a constant of the imperial age and takes on more significant dimensions
as, starting from the fifth century AD, the servile system goes into crisis>®.
However, how does work affect their health? There is still no systematic study on
the occupational diseases of the ancients, and therefore even less on the occupational
diseases of children whose relevance in the productive system of the imperial age
is only recently beginning to be considered by scholars. Even for adult workers we
have very few traces in the sources. Apart from the abovementioned case of fullones,
Hippocrates explicitly associates a severe nosological framework with the activity in
mines®’. Galen deals with the diseases of filllones®® and Juvenal mentions the varicose
veins of the charioteer forced to stand for a long time®. As a matter of fact, the first
text on occupational medicine is precisely the eighteenth-century one by Bernardino
Ramazzini who once and a while, in accordance with erudition and long durations of
Hippocratism and Galenism, refers to the Greek and Roman world. The iconographic
tradition and the epigraphic and literary testimonies attest to the participation of mi-
nors in many professional activities; anthropological and molecular analysis on skel-
etal remains reveals the effects that these activities, often exhausting, produce on the
body. In particular, the transport of loads, the iteration of certain movements, contact
with potentially toxic and infectious substances produce lesions that on the body of
the child worker are manifested with greater aggressiveness.

The findings of Herculaneum® and the most recent ones of Casal Bertone, Via
Lucrezia Romana and Castel Malnome®' have highlighted the exposure of childhood
skeletons to significant weight stresses. The historical-medical sources document a
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certain awareness of bone fragility in the prepubertal phase that is framed in the in-
completeness of tissue development. To this must be added the effects of deficiency
diseases or in any case of a regimen often insufficient to support growth® in conjunc-
tion with strenuous and exhausting work. In the case of fillonicae®, then, repeated
loads and movements are associated with direct exposure to aggressive and toxic sub-
stances that came into contact with the skin (many detergents, such as montmoril-
lonite or bentonite were applied by hand) and that were inhaled in the fumigation
processes used to whiten and soften the wool®. Finally, urine, used as a detergent for
its alkaline properties, exposed fi/lones not only to bad smell, but also to the effects of
its bacterial load. In this industrious hell, it is not surprising that children® died early
from fatigue and respiratory diseases. Seneca’s observation on the beneficial effects
that the movements of the fillones®® would entail is worth as much as the invitation
of the Athenacus of Attalia®” to the Roman matrons to keep fit by adopting the diet
and practicing the domestic activities of their slaves®, but above all it testifies to the
distance between the traditional historical sources and the occupational diseases that
united adults and children.
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