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Abstract

Smyrna was founded by Greek colonists; in 132 BC it was incorporated in the Roman province of Asia 
Proconsular, but only during the period of Augustus (27 BC–14 AD) and the Flavian Dinasty (96-192 AD) 
Smyrna became “one of the most beautiful cities in the Empire”, especially after the reconstruction of the city 
ordered by Marcus Aurelius in the third century AD. If it’s possible to see the magnificence of a typical Roman 
city, it’s also true that the majority of the private inscriptions was written in Greek language throughout the 
imperial period: so we can deduce that in Smyrna there was a bilingual population, that used the Latin for 
public institutions and the Greek for the private life. Despite of the lack of information, it’s possible to outline 
that in Smyrna the Roman influence lasted until the seventh century AD, but after the fall of the Roman 
Empire the Greek culture became again dominant. To sum up, we can infer that at a local level, the Roman 
influence was only superficial; in fact the Greek culture turned up until the Middle Age.
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To the current state, also for reasons of brevity, 
the study proposed here can be considered as a 
contibution to a work in fieri: in fact, there are 
many archaeological evidence that are going to be 
discovered and interpreted and that make also the 
conclusions to this paper provisional.

2. Smyrna

The choise to study Smyrna depends on many 
factors: first of all, since the first Greek colonization, 
this city has been placed in a strongly Hellenized 
area, on the border with territories of ancient Lidian 
and Persian traditions. At the same time, the town 
was located in a highly strategic position, especially 
relevant for the eastern part of the Roman Empire.5

According to the classical tradition, Smyrna was 
founded at the beginning of the first millennium 
BC, and in the following centuries it increased 
considerably in importance to such an extent that 
Strabo considered it as the “thirteenth” of the 
Ionian city-states of Asia Minor.6

The stategic position, on the Hermus river, and 
the presence of a sheltered gulf turned the city into 
a powerful mercantile base to penetrate in to the 
territories of Lydia, from the seventh century BC 
onwards. The first settlement was established on the 
Bayraklı hill, although the site was already inhabited 
since the third millennium BC Subsequently, the 
hill was settled until the end of the fourth century 
BC. In this sector of the city the temple dedicated 
to Athena is set, wich was built between the 725 
and the 546 BC and that can be considered the 
most important temple of the archaic period. In 
the same area the following structures were built: a 
monumental fountain of the 630 BC ca; two rows 
of the city wall (the first one of the seventh century 
BC and the second one of the sixth century BC), a 
necropolis of the sixth century BC.7

5 Franco 2005, pp. 373-379; Campanile 2008, 
pp. 489-501.

6 Strabo, xIV, 1, 4: «αὗται μὲν δώδεκα Ἰωνικαὶ πόλεις, 
προσελήφθη δὲ χρόνοις ὕστερον καὶ Σμύρνα εἰς τὸ Ἰωνικὸν 
ἐναγαγόντων Ἐφεσίων: ἦσαν γὰρ αὐτοῖς σύνοικοι τὸ παλαιόν, ἡνίκα 
καὶ Σμύρνα ἐκαλεῖτο ἡ Ἔφεσος».

7 Akurgal E. 1946, pp. 55-71; Akurgal M. 2006, 
pp. 373-382, 2009, pp. 28-31.

1. Introduction

The concept of “Romanization”, in territories 
which were already in relationship with the Greek 
world, has always played a special role in social 
science: in fact, this term has been used to explain 
the way Rome related with local populations, and 
in particular with those territories which were 
characterized by an ancient and rooted Hellenic 
tradition. “Romanize” a Province meant that a 
specific context had to acquire the peculiar elements 
of the Roman culture and civilization, so that Rome 
would be perceived as creator and conservator of the 
universal values of the human civilization.1

The notion of “Romanization” was formally 
introduced at the beginning of the twentieth 
century. Actually, some ancient authors had already 
used this concept from two different points of 
views.2 On the one hand, some of them proposed a 
posi tive evaluation for Romanization as a medium 
of civilization, as was for Aelius Aristides.3 On the 
other hand, Romanization was seen as a brutal sub-
mission, as advanced by Flavius Josephus. Lastly, it 
is worth mentioning in this respect, the Vergilian 
admonition: «tu regere imperio populos, Romane, 
memento / haec tibi erunt artes pacique imponere 
morem / parcere subiectis et debellare superbos».4

With the aim of funding both points of conver-
gence and difference between Greek and Roman 
civilization, we decided to focus our attention on 
the city of Smyrna (modern İzmir). In particular, 
in the first part of this paper, we will consider some 
public buildings related to the monumentalization 
of the town, between the Augustian reform (21 BC) 
and the Severian period (third century DC). In 
fact, in this moment the entire Roman Empire was 
characterized by a cultural revolution, which was 
centered on the mos maiorum. In the second part, 
we will examine some evidence for the daily life, 
especilly inscriptions, both public and private, and 
some literary sources in our possession.

1 Sartre 2004, pp. 309-319; Çağlar 2011, pp. 131-138.
2 Cfr. Churchill 1899; Haverfield 1912; Bryce 

1914; Collingwood 1932.
3 Desideri, Schiavone 2013, pp. 13-24; Bowersock 

2013, pp. 25-38.
4 Verg. Aen., VI, 851-853.



West & East 291 Monografie, 3

Roman culture in a Greek context: Smyrna between the first and the fourth century AD. Some preliminary observations

12 

 

PLATE 1 

 

Map of Bayraklı (from AKURGAL 2006) 

 

 

Map of the Hellenistic-Roman Smyrna (from ERSOY 2016) 
12 

 

PLATE 1 

 

Map of Bayraklı (from AKURGAL 2006) 

 

 

Map of the Hellenistic-Roman Smyrna (from ERSOY 2016) 

Figure 1
a) Map of Bayraklı (from Akurgal 2006)
b) Map of the Hellenistic-Roman Smyrna (from Ersoy 2016)
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Eventually, with the beginning of the Byzantine 
period, the so-called “pearl of the Aegean” dimi-
nished its importance, specially the commercial 
one. This led to an era of decline, which culminated 
in the capture of the city by the Turkish Seljuk in 
1076, thus marking the end of the Ancient Age.13

2.1 Research history 

Archaeological research on Smyrna was started 
relatively recently: first investigations were made by 
the French Charles Texier and the Italian engineer 
Luigi Storari in the mid-nineteenth century,14 and 
only between 1932 and 1941 first excavations in 
the area of the Agora were carried out, under the 
supervision of the archaeologists Rudolf Naumann 
and Selâhattin Kantar.15 Starting from the 60s of 
the twentieth century, the investigations of Ekrem 
Akurgal focused mainly on the Bayraklı area.16 
Between 2002 and 2006, excavations in the area of 
the Agora were conducted by Mehmet Taşlialan17 
and from 2007 by Akın Ersoy.18 In addition, there 
are some other archaeologically relevant areas, 
which are still buried or partially excavated, or only 
topographically known.19 Therefore, the Agora 
remains the better explored area of the ancient 
city so far. In the next section, we propose a brief 
description of this area and its main buildings.

2.2 The Agora

In the initial building phase, during the second 
century BC ca, the court area in the Agora have 
been sur rounded by stoai: due to the westernwards 

13 Doğer 2006, pp. 123-144.
14 Cfr. Texier 1842; Storari 1857; Texier 1865; 

Meyer 2008, pp. 273-381.
15 Naumann 1950, pp. 69-114; Cook 1958-59, 

pp. 1-34.
16 Akurgal 1946, pp. 55-71; Bingöl 1976-77, 

pp. 51-70.
17 Taşlialan 2004, pp. 293-308, 2006, pp. 309-361.
18 Ersoy 2017, pp. 1-21.
19 Ersoy 2009b, pp. 1-33. For what concern the theatre 

of the Roman period, the excavation began in 2014 and a 
preliminary note can be find in: Ersoy 2017, pp. 20-21.

After its defeat by the Lydians in the sixth 
century BC, Smyrna began to experience a dark 
period, which ended only with the conquest of the 
area by Alexander the Great in 333 BC and with 
the subsequent refounding of the site further south. 
The new acropolis was located on the Mount Pagos, 
while the rest of the city was settled in the plain and 
on the slopes of the same hill, in perfect connection 
with the harbour. According to ancient authors 
the “new Smyrna” included wide streets arranged 
at right angles (so that we can assume that it was 
applied an Hippodamian urbanistic pattern), and 
the most important of them was the “golden road”.8

In 132 BC the city became part of the Roman 
province of Proconsular Asia: Smyrna engaged 
the famous rivalry with Ephesus, the new capital, 
and Pergamum, for the title of “first city in Asia”.9 
During the Augustian period (27 BC–14 AD) 
and until the end of the Marcus Aurelius era 
(96–180 AD), Smyrna became “one of the most 
beautiful cities in the whole Empire”: especially after 
the reconstruction ordered by Marcus Aurelius and 
thanks to the intercession of Aelius Aristides, soon 
after the 178 AD earthquake.10

Moreover, in this period Smyrna played an 
important role in the Christian religion: in fact, it 
will be sufficient to remember that in the Book of 
Revelations, in the Apocalypse of St. John, the city 
was counted among the “Seven Churches of Asia”.11 
Also Tertullian considered the Church of Smyrna 
as one of the two original institutions (the other 
one was Rome), which could boast an apostolic 
succession of the bishop’s chair.12

8 Arr., I, 17, 10; Paus., VII, 5, 1-3; Strabo, xIV, 1, 37.
9 Doğer 2006, pp. 105-109.
10 Ael. Arist., Orat., xV, xx – xxII; Franco 2004, 

pp. 347-584.
11 Apocal., I, 11 – II, 8 – 11.
12 Tertull., Praes. haer., xxxII, 1-2: «Ceterum si quae 

audent interserere se aetati apostolicae ut ideo videantur ab 
apostolis traditae quia sub apostolis fuerunt, possumus dicere: 
edant ergo origines ecclesiarum suarum, evoluant ordinem 
episcoporum suorum, ita per successionem ab initio decurrentem 
ut primus ille episcopus aliquem ex apostolis vel apostolicis viris, 
qui tamen cum apostolis perseveraverit, habuerit auctorem et 
antecessorem. Hoc enim modo ecclesiae apostolicae census suos 
deferunt, sicut Smyrnaeorum ecclesia Polycarpum ab Iohanne 
conlocatum refert, sicut Romanorum Clementem a Petro 
ordinatum est»; Ameling 2008, pp. 133-160.
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its main characteristics until seventh century AD, 
when it was dismissed and its functions changed.22

Futhermore, in this area there were other 
buildings, which can be considered witnesses to the 
great monumentalization carried out by of Marcus 
Aurelius: in particular, the so-called “Hall of the 
Mosaic”, the bouleuterion and the bath complex.

The Hall of the Mosaic were discovered by 
Naumann and Kantar. It was connected through 
three openings to both the western portico and 
the bouleuterion.23 The main characteristics of 
this building have only recently been identified:24 

22 Ersoy 2011b, pp. 105-115.
23 Naumann 1950, pp. 69-114.
24 Ersoy 2012, pp. 71-80.

and nor thern wards sloping ground, it was indeed 
necessary to build cryptoporticos and create an 
uniform platform.20

When the city came under the Roman rule, the 
stoai surrounding the square were expanded for the 
growing population needs of the time. Also, in this 
period, the floor plane of the court, mainteinded at 
the same level, was covered with marble slabs. The 
northern stoa was transformed into a Basilica (the 
second largest one in the Empire, after the Basilica of 
Trajan in Rome);21 while the western one became a 
two-story porch, of which one underground and the 
other at street level. This setting became definitive at 
the end of the second century AD and maintained 

20 Staccioli 1957, pp. 275-292.
21 Ersoy, Çelik 2015, pp. 411-415.
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Figure 3
a) A detail of the opus signinum in Bouleuterion (photo of the author)
b) The reconstruction of Bouleuterion’s floor (from Salman, Göncü 2012)
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consequence of the 178 AD earthquake.27 During 
the second phase, the building was provided with 
a new mosaic floor and new materials, nonetheless 
neither the general plan nor the structural features 
were modified.28 However, the most striking 
feature of this building is its mosaic floor: in fact, it 
is possible to recognize the presence of sections of 
the original mosaic floor in the eastern and western 
naves of the Hall, showing four decorative patterns, 
each consisting of square and circular modules 
that follow one another along the long side; also, 
geometric and floral motifs occur, but not figurative 
elements.29

The bouleuterion was built on a flat area: the 
seats were constructed on a podium 1.20 m high, 

27 Ersoy 2009a, p. 54.
28 Ersoy 2009a, p. 55.
29 Ersoy 2011c, pp. 17-26.

according to the first evidence found,25 this hall con-
sisted of three aisles, of which the central one was the 
largest, corridors were separated by granite columns, 
marble pedestals and capitals in Corinthian style.

It was supposed that the existing doors at that 
time were not sufficient for lighting, then it is 
probable that the building was provided with a 
second row of columns or with a lighting storey, 
with windows. Moreover, the walls were built with 
shapeless stone, which were worked with stone 
mortar and lime plaster: also, the external façade was 
covered with medium-thick stone slabs, probably 
of reuse, while the internal walls were presumabily 
decorated with marbles.26

The building was constructed in two phases: the 
first one ended due to a fire, which probably was a 

25 Ersoy 2017, pp. 15-18.
26 Ersoy 2011a, pp. 241-256, 2012, pp. 75-76.

Figure 4
An inscription in the Basilica (from Ersoy, Turan 2018)
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the Greek culture occurred and simultaneously we 
observe the decrease of all those symbols that made 
the mos maiorum recognizable to “the eyes of the 
provincials”.35

Even if there is no direct evidence, it seems pro-
bable that the population of Smyrna was composed 
of both Greek-speaking and Latin-speaking groups: 
indeed, based on the several inscriptions found, 
both private and public,36 and, besides considering 
the fact that since it was an old and important 
Greek city colonized by the Romans, it possbile to 
assume that both groups were remarkable. Likewise, 
it is not possible that all the families of the colonists 
were of Greek origin and that suddenly began to use 
Latin in the inscriptions, therefore, it derives that it 
was a bilingual community.37

Between the second and the fifth centuries AD, 
Greek inscriptions returned to be prevalent, both 
public and funerary: this suggests that a large part 
of the population continued to speak and write in 
Greek, even when the public sphere was dominated 
by Roman institutions.38 In fact, although it is still 
currently possible to recognize and reconstruct 
the magnificence of the Roman city, it is also true 
that, throughout the imperial period, most of the 
inscriptions were written in the Greek language.39

Despite of the lack of information, it is possible 
to outline that in this city the Roman influence 
lasted until at least the seventh century AD, and in 
any case not beyond the tenth century AD: this is 
probably due to the proximity to Constantinople, 
from the fourth century AD onwards the new capital 
of the Roman world. In any case, with the twilight 
of the classical age, the concept of mos maiorum, 
which had been strongly featured in the previous 
period, faded away. In regard of Smyrna, we can infer 
that the mos maiorum took root only in the local 
population, which had put temporarily aside the 
Greek Hellenistic culture. Indeed, they restored and 
kept the Greek type culture until the Middle Ages.

35 Cfr. Petzl 1982-90, passim.
36 Tanrıver 2017, pp. 64-78; cfr. Petzl 1982-90, 

passim.
37 Ersoy, Turan 2018, pp. 159-170.
38 Camilli 1987, pp. 171-182.
39 Cfr. Petzl 1982-90, passim.

which surrounded the orchestra, while, thanks to 
the addition of a gallery composed by eleven vaulted 
radial chambers, it was possible to obtain a gradually 
increasing slope towards the podium. The latter 
was built using shapeless stones, while its façade 
was covered with marble slabs.30 It was supposed 
that the main section of the cavea was divided by 
five stairways into four sections. Eventually, on the 
seats, near the stairs, there must have been stylized 
images of lion or eagle claws, while the floor of the 
orchestra was made in opus signinum.31

Lastly, the Roman baths were located in the 
block where there was a cross between the so-called 
“bouleuterion road” and the northern Agora road. It 
was speculated that the water was supplied by the 
so-called “Agora water channel”, adjacent to the 
western wall of the West Portico. Howerver, only 
the calidarium has been excavated so far, the walls 
and floor of which had to be covered with marble 
slabs.32

3. Final remarks

Althoug the concept of Romanization has been 
relatively recently formulated, it had been already 
hinted by ancient authors: in fact, it happened 
that they felt the need to “justify” the sometimes 
aggressive Roman conquest, highlighting the bene-
fits that the subjugated territories would have got, 
once the mos maiorum would have been assimilated.

Although at the beginning of the imperial 
period Smyrna experienced a phase of development 
and monumentalization, especially thanks to the 
efforts of Marcus Aurelius, restitutor Asiae;33 from 
the fourth century AD began a phase of decline 
that brought the entire Roman Empire, as well as 
the ancient world, to an end.34 Furthermore, from 
this period onwards there is a substantial return to 

30 Ersoy 2011b, pp. 105-115.
31 Salman, Göncü 2012, pp. 123-132; Ersoy 2017, 

pp. 15-17.
32 Ersoy 2017, pp. 17-19.
33 Gascó 1989, pp. 471-478; Campanile 1996-98, 

pp. 485-494; Franco 2005, pp. 373-379.
34 Foss 1975, pp. 721-747; Feissel 1998, pp. 125-144; 

Desideri 2014, pp. 183-199.
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