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Opus latericium inscriptum in Christian Aquileia:
Epigraphy on terracotta in Late Antiquity *

aquileia nostra anno XCII 2021

Throughout an epigraphic survey at the National 
Archaeological Museum of Aquileia (hereinafter 
MAN)  1, many late-antique inscribed fragments, 
stored in the Museum restoration workshop, have 
been closed examined. Among these artifacts, 
which have been identified and then classified, 
there is an inscribed small clay slab, unfortunately 
lacking any data related to its discovery (Sigec inv. 
21.M268-1.0983).

*	 The initials F.M. (Fulvia Mainardis) and S.S. (Susanna Sgoifo) refer to the authors’ paragraphs of competence. The survey has 
been carried out by Sgoifo for her master degree (“Supplementa Aquileiensia between Citizen Science and the Updating of Epigraphic 
Databases”, University of Udine, supervisors: Prof. F. Mainardis and Prof. C. Zaccaria).

1	 We deeply thank the Director of the MAN, Dr. Marta Novello, for the support offered to this research and to this work.

Fig. 1. Aquileia, MAN (depository), fictile funerary slab. Picture by  
S. Sgoifo (under license of MAN), recto.

The material support

The piece looks like being handcrafted (rather 
than moulded), made of barely purified, pinkish 
colour clay with inclusions; it features a rectan-
gular shape (8x12x2,2) with a few chips along the 
margins, which seem somehow bevelled, probably 
since fabrication. The engraved lines on the sur-
face have been made post-cocturam (fig. 1).

Fig. 2. Aquileia, MAN (depository), fictile 
funerary slab. Picture by S. Sgoifo (under 
license of MAN), verso.



96

The inscribed face is damaged by scratches, the 
clay body is scattered by holes and porosity for it 
has been cooked at a temperature not adequately 
high. These phenomena are most evident on the 
roughly smoothed rear side, which is affected in 
the lower third by a round shaped cavity: if anthro-
pogenic – but it could also be a manufacturing 
defect in the cooking process – it would indicate 
the slot for a support or fastening device (fig. 2).

The iconographic arrangement

The inscribed layout consists of a text as 
well as an iconographic arrangement interrupt-
ing the epitaph, according to a pattern typical of 
Christian epigraphy  2. In the middle of the sur-
face, in fact, stands a long-dressed male figure: 
his head, without any hint of hair, is marked by 
essential eye-nose-mouth features; on the left, a 
Christological monogram, featuring a horizontal 
Rho, which currently seems to have no match 
among Christograms  3. On the right side of the 
man’s head there is a star: Christograms and stars 
are often associated in the epigraphy of Aquileia 4. 
The individual, so summarily sketched out, holds 
a palm branch, once an emblem of victory but, 
later on, of victory over death 5, according to the 
symbolism of the new faith. 

In his right hand there is what seems to be a 
scroll: here again we are in front of an element 
in continuity with pagan epigraphy, while in 
Christian tradition it could hint at the social role 
of the person or at the redemptive teachings of the 
Holy Scriptures 6. However, it should be noted that 
on this diminutive surface there is almost a com-
pendium of Christian symbolism: those elements, 
along with paleography, are however not enough 
to establish a more circumscribed chronology than 
the one dating between the second half of the 4th 
and the beginning of the 5th century AD.

S.S.

The inscription

The text is organized in three lines interrupted 
by the central figure, whose head is flanked by the 
above mentioned Chrismon and aster. The letters 
(0.7-1.6 cm high) betray a diversified execution of 
the lines: while the first one recalls the technique 
of the square-shaped epigraphic capitals, with still 
traces of guidelines and two separation marks, 
the other lines are roughly written with irregular 
strokes, so that letters and random scratches mingle 
on the surface, making the text difficult to read, 
given also the small size of the object and of the 
characters.

Analyzing the arrangement, we observe that the fig-
ure seems to have been drawn first, before the guide-
lines. These start on the left side of the silhouette as a 
double track, to be soon abandoned as the quality of the 
writing get progressively worse in the following lines. 
Although some elements remain uncertain, the 
inscription can be transcribed as follows:

	 ((chrismon))          ((aster))
	 M(emoria) Al((figura))b(ini?) im
	 pac(e) ((figura)) r(equiescit?)
	 [a]nn(orum) XVI, ((figura)) m(ensium) II,

 d(ierum) V.

The first letter of the epitaph could be the M of the 
man’s praenomen but, considering the gradual fall 
into disuse of this onomastic element  7, it is prefer-
able to think of the M as the initial letter of memoria 
(a variation of the expression bonae memoriae  8) 
occurring in some inscriptions of Aquileia. The clos-
est comparison is given by the Aquileian epitaph of 
Verecunda, where the M lies on the same line before 
the woman’s name 9, as can be seen in our little clay 
plate. We thus have the word m(memory) taking a 
nomen singulum, then followed by the usual Christian 
expressions about the after death; the biometric data 
at the end of the text unveil a young deceased, who 
may have just taken on the toga virilis: in this case 

2	 Bisconti 1997, p. 175. On the text-images interaction elaborated by the workshops of Aquileia in late antiquity Carletti 2008, 
pp. 116-117. For the correlation between text and iconography Di Stefano Manzella 2007, for regional habit in the Classical age Mai-
nardis 2016, pp. 283-307.

3	 About the Christologic monograms, see, among others, Dinkler von Schubert 1995; Mazzoleni 1997, pp. 165-172; Carletti 
2008, pp. 69-72; Sena chiesa 2012-2013; Mazzoleni 2013.

4	 The association between Christograms and the stars in Aquileia can be observed in Inscr.Aq. 2949 = EDR081099; Inscr.Aq. 3016 
= EDR139465; ILCV 2189 = EDR139108; Vergone 2007, pp. 310-312, no. 148 = EDR139683.

5	 Chelli 2008, p. 73. Fronds and palm branches can also represent only filling or ornamental motifs, see Mazzoleni 1987, p. 45.
6	 For the theme of the scroll in the meaning of the traditio legis: see Testini 1974. Aquileian attestations of the volumen in late 

antiquity in: Inscr.Aq. 2736; Inscr.Aq. 2778; Inscr.Aq. 3013 as well as in a still under study, unpublished inscription. This element is 
also present in Christian sarcophagi of other Italian regions, see Mazzoleni 1987, p. 25 and p. 29. For the Christian iconography of the 
scroll in the feminine sphere see the epitaph of Severa in the Vatican Museums (Iscrizioni dei Cristiani 1997, p. 302, no. 3.8.2).

7	 Salomies 1987, pp. 406-413.
8	 In an extended form: CIL V, 1626 = Inscr.Aq. 2956 = ILCV 3604 = EDR173146 and Inscr.Aq. 3178 = Vergone 2007, pp. 284-

286, no. 136 = EDR139594.
9	 CIL V, 8600 = Inscr.Aq. 3239 = ILCV 2829c = Vergone 2007, p. 189, no. 71 = EDR139187. Only the M, but placed in the first 

line of the text, as for b(onae) m(emoriae) in CIL V, 1677 = Inscr.Aq. 3105 = ILCV 4266c and in Inscr.Aq. 2932. For the word memoria 
see Mazzoleni 2002, p.13 about ICVR IX, 25581 (3rd century AD).
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the scroll, in addition to the Christian symbolism, 
could also suggest the young man’s belonging to the 
world of adults and cives.

As for the name of the deceased, there are several 
possible renderings: Albius, a well-known nomen 
in Aquileia during the imperial period  10, Albidius, 
although attested only in republican and imperial 
times, and the cognomina Albanus or Albinus, well 
documented in Rome late-antique epigraphy  11, not 
so in that of Aquileia. The only coeval comparison 
for Albinus is found at the southern limit of the terri-
tory of Iulium Carnicum, in a context of reuse at the 
castle of Cassacco (Udine), which does not exclude 
a possible origin from Aquileia of the stele of the 
veteran, first signifer then protector 12, dated between 
the 4th and 5th century AD.

In the first line after ALB, we find the letters IM 
that, although coherent in pattern and size, are to be 
syntactically connected to the following line. With M 
in lieu of N as a result of “hyper-correctness” 13, IM 
is nothing else than the preposition of the formula 
in pace  14, which continues in the line below. PAC 
seems to be the abbreviation for pace, unless the 
stroke through the letter C be a random one and not 
a sort of rough nexus 15.

Beyond the deceased’s silhouette, there is a 
R, which can be read as the abbreviation for 
requiescit or recessit, should the scratches visible 
thereafter be accidental ones. These two syntagms 
became popular mostly from the Constantinian 
age, written both at the beginning or at the end of 
the epitaphs. In Aquileia the verbs requiescit and 
recessit are well attested, also in connection with 
the deceased’s biometric data, which are usually 
introduced by an expression such as qui vixit or 

similar. In this very case, however, the age of the 
boy, 16 years, 2 months and 5 days  16, follows 
without interruption and closes the epitaph.

F.M.

The comparisons

The symbolism as well as the text indicate for 
sure the funerary destination of the tiny clay slab. 
Epitaphs commissioned by Christian individuals 
on fictile supports have not been found in large 
numbers, also because of the greater clay brittle-
ness in comparison with stone; anyhow they seem 
to be widespread mainly in the regions of central 
Italy. The chronological range of the attestations 
goes from the 3rd to the 5th-6th century AD.

Epigraphs on opus latericium  17 are not, how-
ever, a novelty of the late-antique epigraphy or 
of the Christian communities in particular. They 
are instead an Italic ancient tradition, as can be 
seen from the inscribed tiles from Falerii Veteres 
(today’s Civita Castellana) dated between the 4th 
and 3rd century BC 18. Roof tiles and bricks used 
for funerary purposes are quite common in the 
Etruscan areas and generally in central Italy  19. 
These artifacts, clearly used for reasons others 
than those for which they were manufactured, are 
thus not attributable to the category of the instru-
mentum inscriptum, as pointed out by Alfredo 
Buonopane  20 (see below). This use does not sub-
side during the imperial age; tegulae for funerary 
purposes are occasionally attested in several places of 
the peninsula: from Aqui Terme 21 to Vercelli 22, from 

10	 Inscr.Aq. 578 = EDR117620.
11	 E.g. EDB38440; EDB19497; EDB13262; EDR079781.
12	 CIL V, 1796 = ILCV 463, Mainardis 2008, pp. 150-152, no. 51 = EDR007253.
13	 There are several examples of this phenomenon in late antique epigraphy (at least 92 urban occurrences in EDB), where the 

presence of the labial P determines the choice of the M even in the case of two distinct words (for the imperial age, see im perpetuum 
in CIL XI, 4391 = AE 2011, 191; from Ameria, Umbria). In Aquileia the switch of N with M, but for different reasons, is found also in 
comiugen for coniugen in a military stele of the 4th century AD (CIL V, 914 = Inscr.Aq. 2739 = EDR117761). See Väänänen 1981, p. 
110, p. 179 and 209.

14	 In pace, usually followed by the verbs depositus, requiescit, recessit, dormit etc., is the most common among the irenic formulas 
(Carletti 2008, p. 52).

15	 For the use of a stroke across a character at the beginning of a word Mazzoleni 1987, p. 154, note 381.
16	 For late antique and Christian formulas Forlati Tamaro 1974; Cuscito 1972; Cuscito 1984: Cuscito 1986; Cuscito 2012-2013; 

Caldelli 1997; Carletti 1997; Carletti 1998; Carletti 2008; Carletti 2014; Mazzoleni 2002; Witschel 2006; Heid 2013; Tantimo-
naco 2017; Tantimonaco 2020; Mainardis 2020.

17	 Painted or inked inscriptions (the majority among inscriptions on clay support) as well as Greek texts have not been treated 
here.

18	 CIL XI, 7513 = EDR180133. It is an inscription written from right to left in Faliscus language and alphabet, on a tegula placed 
to close a burial loculus. Also CIL XI, 7514 = EDR180135.

19	 Some examples among the late republican funerary tiles from Chiusi: CIL XI, 2194 = EDR1559281; CIL XI, 2177 = EDR155659; 
CIL I2, 2177 = EDR155858; CIL XI, 2181 = EDR155927; CIL XI, 7122 = EDR170399 belonging to a quattuorvir iure dicundo; CIL 
XI, 7137 = EDR170533 with an aruspex. Late republican funerary bricks are epitomized in SupplIt, 23, p. 378, no. 34 = EDR028707 
(from Assisi) and in Cresci Marrone 1999 pp. 126, 137 = EDR158489 (from Altino).

20	 SupplIt 11, 1993, p. 212.
21	 CIL V, 7542 = EDR108828, Aqui Terme (undated).
22	 CIL V, 6764 = EDR116118, Vercelli (1st-2nd century AD).
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23	 CIL V, 4105 = EDR11642, Cremona (with tria nomina).
24	 SupplIt, 16, 1998, p. 62, no. 18 = EDR071535, Alatri (1st century AD).
25	 CIL IX, 5165 = EDR118043, Teramo, mentioning female filiation.
26	 CIL IX, 6173 = EDR026533, Bitonto (2nd century AD).
27	 CIL X, 6033 = EDR129661, Minturno, tria nomina for a female individual.
28	 CIL X, 8160 = EDR181932, Avellino (2nd-3rd century AD).
29	 EDR081140, Sardinia (2nd century AD).
30	 Pais, SupplIt, 417 = EDR163382.
31	 SupplIt, 11, 1993, pp. 211-212.
32	 Mainardis 2006.
33	 EDR108785, Albenga (400-600 AD).
34	 SupplIt, 2, 1983, p. 208, no. 7 = EDR010003, Vado Ligure (362 AD, consular data).
35	 Cialdea 1907, p. 6 = EDR166937, Palestrina (350-450 AD).
36	 CIL XI, 7386 = EDR177135, Bolsena (350-450 AD).
37	 CIL IX, 5739 = EDR015038, Macerata, with irenic formula.
38	 ILCV, 4938 = EDR164841, Campobasso (401-1500 AD), perhaps Jewish: CIJud 90*, with irenic formula.
39	 CIL V, 8957 = EDR010439, Monteu da Po (2nd century AD).
40	 CIL XI, 6690 = EDR149607, Modena.
41	 Caldelli, Ricci 1999, p. 126, no. 427 = EDR113814, Roma (1st century AD).
42	 EDR116076, Giulianova (Teramo) (C. Petisedius, a veteran, 2nd-3rd century AD).
43	 D’Ambrosio, De Caro 1983, 9ES = EDR147533, Pompei (60-70 AD).
44	 CIL XIV, 5241 = EDR109939, Ostia (with Christological monograms).
45	 Galli 1978, p. 47 = EDR074142, Sestino (251-350 AD).
46	 ICVR, 1 (n.s.), 3344 = EDR166929, Palestrina (201-300 AD); CIL XIV, 3430 = EDR166927; EDR173078, Palestrina / 

Segni; EDR173379, Palestrina / Segni.
47	 CIL IX, 5738 = EDR015037, Macerata (a presbyter, 301-500 AD).
48	 ILCV 2489 = EDR006603, Reggio Calabria (571-630 AD).
49	 EDR173078, Palestrina / Segni.
50	 Giglio 1996 = EDCS-03000420 (http://sicily.classics.ox.ac.uk/inscription/).
51	 Roda 1985, p. 55, no. 28 = EDR162276 (1st century AD).
52	 CIL VI, 25019 = EDR121891, Roma (beginning of the 1st century AD).
53	 CIL XIV, 1866 = EDR165832, Ostia.
54	 EDR077651, Formia.
55	 CIL IX, 2893 = EDR115000, Vasto (2nd-3rd century AD).
56	 CIL X, 529 = EDR154059, Cagliari.
57	 Gasperini 1986, pp. 57-59, no. 13, pict. 17 = EDR081835, Macerata.

Cremona 23 to Alatri 24, from Teramo 25 to Bitonto 26, 
from Minturno  27 to Avellino  28, to Sardinia  29. To 
be noted a remarkable inscription on a tile from 
Concordia Sagittaria  30, written in metrics and bear-
ing the consular date of 66 AD. From Trento come 
some, not adjoining fragments of a tile, with ante 
cocturam engraved text; while its chronology is 
still uncertain, the inscription is currently classi-
fied as funerary 31. Another tile comes from the ter-
ritory of Tergeste: this artifact is more ancient than 
the Trento find (maybe dating back to Augustan age), 
according to the chronology of the Roman sector of 
the San Servolo necropolis (Socerb, Slovenia). Its 
apicatures, the guidelines and the triangular section 
of the engraving clearly show that the writing of 
the epitaph was meant to imitate the technique of 
the lapidary epigraphy  32. The use of roof tiles as 
funerary, humble writing support continues even 
in late antiquity, as testified by the epitaphs from 
Albenga 33, Vado Ligure 34, Palestrina 35, Orvieto 36, 
Macerata 37 and Campobasso 38. 

In addition to tiles, also bricks are occasionally 
used for epitaphs during the imperial age: from 
Monteu da Po (To)  39 an inscribed brick of the 
2nd century AD has been discovered; another one 
from Modena 40 has been found placed on the head 
of the skeleton, as part of a burial covering made 

of a row of sesquipedales, in an explicit funer-
ary function. Isolated examples are also known 
in Rome  41, Teramo 42, Pompei  43. In late-antiquity, 
lateres with funerary inscriptions are attested in 
Ostia  44, Arezzo  45, Palestrina  46, Macerata  47 and 
Reggio Calabria 48. One of these bricks was one of 
the elements of a burial cover 49 thus suggesting an 
interesting clue about which might have been the 
original location of the Aquileian Christian slab. 

In the case of tegulae and lateres as epigraphs it 
is clearly a matter of use or reuse of available build-
ing material for funerary purposes; on the contrary, 
artifacts expressly made of opus latericium in the 
shape of tabulae as support for epitaphs are quite 
rare. The epitaph of Crispia Salvia (fig. 3), from the 
homonymous 2nd century AD hypogeum found in 
Marsala  50 (Sicily), is one of the most remarkable 
examples, for its elegant characters and page set-
ting. A terracotta tabula from Vercelli is interesting 
too, with its carefully engraved letters in spite the 
humble nature of the support; here too, the funer-
ary destination of the artifact has been suggested 51. 
Other similar objects are known in Rome 52, Ostia 53, 
Formia 54, Vasto 55 and Sardinia 56.

Among artifacts specifically manufactured for 
funerary use, the closest example to the tiny slab 
of Aquileia is a clay tabula from Macerata 57, dated 

Fulvia mainardis, Susanna Sgoifo



99

58	 ICVR III, 6699 = EDB20754 (4th century AD).
59	 ICVR III, 8156 = EDB24678, Domitilla’s cemetery in the via Ardeatina (390 AD).
60	 ICVR III, 7858 = EDB24554, Domitilla’s cemetery in the via Ardeatina (4th century AD). The palm branches are always repre-

sented apart, not in the deceased’ hands as in the plate of Aquileia.
61	 ICVR V, 14302 = EDB5245, Pretestato’s cemetery in the via Appia (4th century AD).
62	 ICVR IV, 12348 = EDB419, cemetery in the via Ardeatina (second half of the 4th century AD).
63	 ICVR VII, 18016 = EDB27521, Ciriaca’s cemetery in the via Tiburtina (4th century AD).
64	 ILCV 3663B = EDB30406; Ciriaca’s cemetery in the via Tiburtina, currently in the Vatican Museums (Iscrizioni dei Cristiani 

1997, p. 264, no. 3.4.c.6). It is a bipedalis, cut into two pieces, the text contains the formula Domu eternace for Domus aeternalis and 
the representation of the dove with the twig in its beak. Other inscriptions on opus latericium of the Vatican Museums are in Greek 
(Iscrizioni dei Cristiani 1997, pp. 262-263, no. 3.4.c.4 = ILCV, 3961 and pp.263-264, no. 3.4.c.5 = ICUR IX, 26161).

65	 ICVR VIII, 23159 = EDB34792, Priscilla’s cemetery in the via Salaria (second half of the 4th century AD).
66	 ICVR VIII, 23128, Priscilla’s cemetery in the via Salaria (second half of the 3rd century AD).
67	 ICVR VII, 18587 = EDB29168; ICVR VII, 18859 = EDB29586, Ciriaca’s cemetery in the via Tiburtina (4th century AD).
68	 ICVR VII, 19512 = EDB30871, Ciriaca’s cemetery in the via Tiburtina (4th century AD).

Fig. 3. Marsala, Museo archeologico regionale Lilibeo, 
inv. 3701. Clay slab of Crispia Salvia, found in 1996 in the 
homonymous hypogeum of Via Massimo d’Azeglio (from 
sicily.classics.ox.ac.uk/ picture by R.J.A. Wilson).

to 404 AD, decorated with a Christogram flanked 
by doves. Between the two pieces several similari-
ties can be noted: the clay support, the Christian 
figurative apparatus and, to a certain extent, the 
writing, although the ordinatio of the Aquileian 
epitaph appears more regular and neat.

As a matter of fact, most of the Christian epitaphs 
on opus latericium are located in the coemeteria 
of Rome. These artifacts feature different writing 
techniques (scratching and engraving), such as can 
be observed in the Aquileian slab. In Rome, the pre-
vailing technique is the one litteris scariphatis, for 
instance in the titulus of Felicissima from the cem-
etery of Domitilla on the via Ardeatina 58, and also in 
that of a man, whose name has not been preserved, 
while his passing date is still known through the con-
sular date mentioned in the epitaph 59.

Inscriptions on these pieces show further elements 
of comparison with our Aquileian clay slab: for 

example, the titulus of Victor, with the deceased’s 
name, the irenic formula and the palm branch 60; the 
epitaph of Gaudentius  61 or that of Victoria  62, both 
with the name and the indication of age. As for the 
inscriptions scalpro, or insculptae, less common 
than the ones litteris scariphatis, good examples for 
type of support and writing technique are the titu-
lus of Sabinianus  63 and the epitaph of Rufinus and 
Victorina (fig. 4) from the cemetery of Ciriaca on the 
via Tiburtina 64. These bricks can be often found cut 
in half or somehow adapted, to work as closing slab 
of a catacomb loculus; their surfaces can either bear 
a whole epitaph or nothing but the deceased’s name 
(according to the so-called “archaic laconism”). 

As for the epigraphic arrangement, artifacts com-
parable to the Aquileian clay slab reveal several com-
bination patterns, each of them with at least one ele-
ment in common with it, such as the deceased’s name 
along with the formula in pace and the Chrismon  65 
and/or the drawing of a palm branch  66; the name 
together with the age and the irenic formula  67; 
the name and the representation of the palm  68, or 

Fig. 4. Roma. Vatican Museums, broken bipedal with the 
epitaph of Rufinus and Victorina, found in 1837 in the 
cemetery of Ciriaca on the via Tiburtina (from Iscrizioni 
dei Cristiani 1997, p. 264, inv. 32683, pict. 3.4c.6, negati-
ve XXXVI 4.41/7).
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even only the palm branch without further annota-
tions 69. 

S.S.

What about Aquileia and epigraphy on opus 
latericium? In addition to a still under study, 
unpublished artifact  70, a first example is known 
only from the handwritten tradition, notably the 
journal entries of Leopoldo Zuccolo, (Udine, 
1760 ca.-1833), who, as those concerned with 
the archaeology of Aquileia well know 71, played 
a central role both in spreading the knowledge 
about the ancient city and therein establishing the 
first public museum 72. In July 1809, Zuccolo (fig. 
5) wrote about the discovery of “(…) un mattone 
in terra fina biancastra tagliato in tondo con sopra 
il programma o emblema di Gesù Cristo, o l’alfa 
e omega, osia il principium et finis dell’Apoca-
lisse. Tutto questo è lavorato a incavo, a guisa 
dell’iscrizioni, o coperto di un colore già rosso, o 
proprio come nel disegno. Sembra una di quelle 
croci che si mettono vel usano sulle isterne pareti 

nelle chiese all’occasione delle loro dedicazio-
ni. Ma io penso che piuttosto in qualche modo 
abbia appartenuto [correzione: fosse in qualche 
relativo] al luogo sepolcrale [eliminato: cioè al 
cimitero] dietro il Batisterio antico, dove da Giu-
seppe Carli fu ritrovato; quando essa però non 
abbia appartenuto in qualche tempo al Batisterio 
istesso o al contiguo edificio Patriarchino 73”. The 
painter seems to suggest a reworking of the piece, 
but in Aquileia circular bricks of Constantinian 
age (some of them stamped) are well known. 
They have been found in different areas affected 
by the building fervour of the 4th century great 
Capital  74, such as the Grandi Terme  75, where 
circular bricks were stacked up to form the pilae 
of the hypocaust basement. Most likely, the brick 
in Zuccolo’s records was one of these, destined 
probably to funerary use as the inscribed Chris-
togram points out.

Another fictile find, probably a tile fragment, was 
found by Enrico Maionica 76 during the excavations 
carried out between 1887 and 1889 in the area of 
Monastero - Braida della Pila, where Christian buri-
als and inscriptions had been located 77. On the tile 

69	 ICVR VII, 19922.a = EDB34139; ICVR VII, 19922.b = EDB34140, Ciriaca’s cemetery in the via Tiburtina (4th century AD).
70	 Also in this case, as with the tiny slab here discussed, we deal with a clay artifact produced with a specific funerary purpose and 

not a piece of reuse.
71	 About Leopoldo Zuccolo, see Zuccolo 1976; Buora 1993; Rebaudo 2007, p. 195 and subseq.
72	 Giovannini 2004; Giovannini 2007.
73	 Zuccolo ms. 853A, f. 21v.
74	 For an imperial brick factory of Constantinian age Zaccaria 2014, pp. 181-182.
75	 Rubinich 2012-2013, pp. 103-104; Rubinich 2017 p. 190.
76	 Giovannini 2012-2013, p. 225; de Franzoni 2017, pp. 194-195; Mainardis c.s.. About Enrico Maionica and his 1893 Fundkarte 

see Brusin 1929-1930, pp. 407-418; Bertacchi 1993; Buora 2000; also S. Magnani, Maionica Enrico, in Dizionario Biografico dei 
Friulani www.dizionariobiograficodeifriulani.it/maionica-majonica-enrico-heinrich/.

77	 Sepultures in the area of Braida della Pila are described in Giovannini 2012-2013, pp. 223-228. Remarkable, among other 
epigraphs, the one of Mascolianus (Maionica 1893, p.115, no. 23 = Inscr.Aq. 3126 = Vergone 2007, pp. 172-173, no. 60), of Didas 
(Maionica 1893, p. 115, no. 20 = Inscr.Aq. 3022 = Vergone 2007, pp. 149-150, no. 45), of Iovinus (Maionica 1893, p. 116, no. 25 = 

Fig. 5. Udine, Biblioteca Civica V. Joppi - Fondo principa-
le, 853A, f. 21v.: Zuccolo, Antichità d’Aquileia e Giulio 
Carnico e Grado - Sugli scavi di Aquileia, memorie auto-
grafe di Leop. Zuccolo. 

Fig. 6. Aquileia, MAN, inscribed brick fragment, found in 
1889 by Enrico Maionica (from De Franzoni 2017, p.194, 
picture no. 6, by Gianluca Baronchelli).
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fragment (fig. 6), which still maintain part of the 
right wing  78 under a probatio mark, we can read 
a post cocturam graffito: the characters, although 
quite irregular, are palaeographically comparable to 
the ones of the lapidary epigraphy, as shown by the 
descending stroke of the L, which appears also in 
a carmen of 336 AD 79 (to remain within the dated 
inscriptions of Aquileia). 

	 ((chrismon))
	 [In h]oc loco
	 ------

This is clearly the beginning of an epitaph  80, 
which was to be followed, after a verb such as requi-
escit, by the name and other identification elements 
of the deceased. Besides these known examples, a 
further piece is reported in literature: “una tegola 
bollata L. EPIDI THEODORI, conservata nei 
magazzini del Museo Archeologico Nazionale di 
Aquileia, sulla quale risultano incisi post cottura 
elementi figurati che rimandano al repertorio 
paleocristiano”  81. Once more, this case testifies 
the reuse, due to spoliation activities, of a tile dating 
back to the first half of the 1st century AD, probably 
made in Aquileia and bearing a stamp which is well 
known throughout the Adriatic area 82.

Ergo, as far as Aquileia is concerned, there are at 
least five known examples of fictile funerary seg-
nacula, commissioned by Christian individuals. Of 
these, three are the outcome of the reuse of building 
material, according to a practice typical of the late-
antique funerary epigraphy in the area of Aquileia, 
where stone or marble from building spoliation are 
often utilized, adapting the writing and decorative 
epigraphic processes to the uneven shape of the 
support.

F.M.

Hypotheses on the original location

The morphology of our small clay artifact rais-
es some questions about its ancient placement. 
In the Aquileia surroundings, sporadic frag-
ments of inscribed slabs, devoid of any context, 
have been found in so sizeable quantity that it is 
doubtful whether their original placement is to 
be attributed to a single classification of funerary 
monument. Furthermore, the very circumstances 
of their discovery rarely allow scholars to attain 
a correlation between an inscribed artifact and a 
tomb. This problem has so far hindered the devel-
opment of a comprehensive and coherent picture 
of the Aquileian peri-urban funerary contexts (not 
dissimilar to those known in the Mediterranean 
area), to which chamber tombs can be added, 
such as those identified by Mirabella Roberti  
in the 70s of the 20th century 83. Also in Aquileia, 
past discoveries would indicate the contemporary 
presence of sub divo burial grounds and under-
ground cemeteries  84, both closely related each 
other 85.

Our Aquileian slab might thus have been origi-
nally placed in a hypogeal tomb: the sharp edges of 
the post cocturam engraving suggest that the piece 
would have not been weather beaten for long. In the 
area of Monastero  86, clusters of rectangular graves 
lined with bricks (tombe a cassa), dating back to the 
end of the 4th and to the 5th century AD, might sug-
gest another possible location for our fictile inscrip-
tion, coherently with the inscribed tile fragment 
found by Maionica; nonetheless the small size of the 
artifact would hardly allow its use as a signaculum 
fixed into the ground.

A suggestive hypothesis, colliding however 
with the poor weather resistance of the terracotta 
but fitting well to the shape and size of our piece, 
could be that of its placement in another type 

Inscr.Aq. 2930), of Ursus and Ursicinus (Maionica 1893, p. 115, no. 24 = Inscr.Aq. 2986 = Vergone 2007, pp. 183-185, no. 68 = Maz-
zoleni 2002, p. 170 and note 54 = Cuscito 2009, p. 212 = Mazzoleni 2013, p. 133).

78	 MAN, inv. 5095, with the handwritten note “Monastero 1888”.
79	 Inscr.Aq. 2936.
80	 Inscr.Aq. 2992 = EDCS-01500052; Inscr.Aq. 3165 = EDCS-01500147; Inscr.Aq. 3251 = EDR139174; Inscr.Aq. 3155 = 

EDR139413; Inscr.Aq. 3162 = EDR173349.
81	 De Franzoni 2017, p. 195.
82	 Gomezel 1996, pp. 48, 52, 58, 61-63, 66, 68-69, 76, 83, 85-86, 89, 92, 94, 96, 97-98.
83	 Mirabella 1993, p. 264: “Il risultato più notevole dello scavo è stata la scoperta di due tombe a camera di un tipo che non era 

ancora noto in Aquileia”, see also Mazzoleni 1982, p. 304; Mainardis c.s. The discovery of mosaic tiles all around recalls the above-
ground decorations of some tombs from North Africa, Salona and Alghero. Annalisa Giovannini links this discovery to a note by 
Leopoldo Zuccolo on the finding “alla Beligna di nicchie simili ai colombari delle catacombe romane, con cinque cassette sepolcrali in 
piombo” (Giovannini 2012-2013, p. 218, hypothetically ascribed to the 3rd century AD).

84	 Giovannini 2012-2013, pp. 218-219.
85	 Nuzzo 2008, pp. 213-214; Vella 2020.
86	 In the funerary scenario of Aquileia, we can refer to tomb of Procline, found in 1898 in the Beligna area, the titulus of which was 

originally fixed into the ground on the short side of the tomb, near the head of the corpse (Giovannini 2012-2013, pp. 220-221). Further 
sporadic occurrences have been found in S. Giovanni in Foro, Colombara, villa delle Marignane (Giovannini 2012-2013, p. 233), via 
Roma (Giovannini 2012-2013, p. 231), Alto della Beligna (Giovannini 2012-2013, p. 234).
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of sub divo burial context  87, such as that of the 
cupa 88. The two known types of cupa – the cupa 
structilis, a rectangular pit covered by a convex 
structure of opus latericium 89, and the cupa solida 
made from a monolithic block 90 – could both be 
found within the same funerary ground 91. Relevant 
epitaphs could equally be placed on the long side 
or on the short side, inscribed on small quadran-
gular tabulae engraved on the very surface of the 
cupa or embedded in it (fig. 7). The texts generally 
show standard topics and formulas  92, even those 
of the Christian age 93.

The cupa is a variety of funerary monument, 
attested since the 1st century AD 94 in a few regions 

of the Empire  95. The cupa reached its diffusion 
peak between the 2nd and 3rd century, while conti-
nuity of use is attested until the 7th century AD 96. 
In Italy, cupae are widespread in Lazio, Campania, 
Basilicata, Calabria, Sicily and above all Sardinia 97. 
In the regions overlooking the Adriatic Sea, cupae 
and/or signacula in the form of barrels are so far 
known only in Puglia. The Northern shores of the 
Adriatic still show no records of cupae, nonetheless a 
necropolis on the Dalmatian coast is worth mention-
ing, due to its peculiarity: indeed, its tombs are not 
only unique compared to those traditionally present 
in ancient Liburnia and Dalmatia but do feature sev-
eral similarities with cupae. We are speaking about 

87	 The sub divo Christian burial grounds may include tombs of different types: mausoleums, sarcophagi, simple graves, enchytris-
moi, cupae, and so on, with or without slabs or funerary steles (Vella 2020, pp. 126-127, note 131, with bibliography).

88	 About the word cupa, see Baratta 2018, pp. 11-24; for technical lexicon and different definitions, see Romanò 2008, note 4. Also 
Bacchielli 1986; Stefani 1986; Baratta 2006 and 2018; Romanò 2006; Buonopane 2013 and 2017 (a philological oddity of medieval 
times in Caruso 2018, pp. 33-39).

89	 The human remains below the cupa were placed in simple graves, in cappuccina tombs, in pits covered by wooden planks and 
tiles, in amphorae or urns, see Romanò 2006, pp. 187-188.

90	 Ibba 2018, p. 105. For the anteriority of the masonry type compared to the monolithic one Bacchielli 1986, p. 306. About clas-
sifications (tipe A, tipe B, tipe C and relevant variations) see Romanò 2006, pp. 183-188.

91	 Romanò 2006, p. 158.
92	 Adprecatio to Dis Manibus, name of the dedicating person, name of the dedicatee, biometric data, any expression of appreciation 

for the deceased (Romanò 2006, p. 192; Donati 2018, p. 42). Epitaphs on cupae generally lack the mention of pedatura (Donati 2018, 
p. 45).

93	 Romanò 2008.
94	 Bacchielli 1986, p. 305 (recalling Lassére 1973) supposes that in North Africa the first attestations date back to the late republi-

can age. Against the hypothesis (Julia 1965, pp. 29-54), of the African origin of the cupa, see Baratta 2006, pp. 1673-1674; Romanò 
2006, p. 167. For a suggested micro-Asian origin see Mayer I Olivè 2018a, pp. 25-32.

95	 In Africa (Proconsularis, Numidia, Mauretania), in the Iberian peninsula (Hispania Citerior, Baetica, Lusitania), in Gallia Bel-
gica and Narbonensis, Pannonia, Moesia, Dacia Baratta 2006, p. 1669 and 2018 pp.12-24; Romanò 2006, pp. 153-156. For Africa, 
see Stirling 2007.

96	 Dating from the 3rd century AD onwards we find: 150 cupae of the Legio II Parthica in Albano Laziale (Romanò 2018); mono-
lithic cupae in Viggiano and those in Grumento Nova (Buonopane 2017); five occurrences in the eastern burial ground of Cornus, 
Oristano (4th-7th century AD) and lastly cupae of Tropea (5th-7th century AD, Romanò 2006, p. 196; Romanò 2008).

97	 About location details, see Romanò 2006, pp. 150-153. About cupae in Sardinia, see Cupae and relevant essays on this topic.

Fig. 7. Barcelona, Plaza Villa necropolis in Madrid. Cupa 
sepulture showing inscribed slab (from Baratta 2018, p. 
14, pict.4.).

Fig. 8. Pag Island, Croatia, panoramic view of the Caska 
necropolis (from Kurilić, Serventi 2015, p. 35, pict. 5/a, 
by G. Skelac).
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the Croatian site of Caska, the ancient Cissa, on the 
coast of the island of Pag 98 (fig. 8): its topographic  
layout (the so called deathscape 99) and tomb mor-
phology are comparable with those of the Tunisian 
necropolis of Pupput  100 and, partly, also with the 
cupae structiles of the Italian territory.

Caska-type tombs with their two-tier rectangu-
lar construction are the majority in the homony-
mous site 101, with an assessed chronology ranging 
between the 1st and 3rd centuries AD. Below the 
outer structure, mostly incineration burials are 
found, even in the necropolis final period. The 
inscriptions of Caska consist above all in simple, 
small sized tituli, probably intended to be placed 
on the top of the monuments. The inscribed names 
are mainly Greek or Latin nomina singula, none 
of them are of Liburnian origin. Hence, we are 
in front of a close community sharing the same 
tomb typology, somehow recalling the same socio-
cultural homogeneity  102 that can be found in the 
cupae burial grounds of the Italian peninsula 103.

S.S.

This new titulus – pertaining to the Aquileian 
epigraphy of the Christians, an area of interest 
that has considerably increased in recent years – 
provides new data on a production sector which, 
although being quite unpretentious and inexpen-
sive (compared also to the spoliation stone pieces), 
still maintains its model and point of reference 
in the tradition of the lapidary epigraphy. The 
engraving, at least in the first line, betrays an imi-
tation effort which wanes in the lines below. The 
modest size of the artifact and its shape leave open 
the issue of its possible placement in a hypogeal 
tomb or on some kind of sub divo sepulture (such 
as the above described cupae, although not yet 
known in Aquileia), with the exclusion of ground 
graves, since the diminutive dimensions would 
prevent our clay slab from being a befitting burial 
signaculum.

F.M.

98	 Unique of their kind, these burials are referred to as “Caska-type tombs” (Kurilić, Serventi 2018, p. 766).
99	 Kurilić, Serventi 2018, p. 767.
100	 Ben Abed, Griesheimer 2001. In the necropolis of Pupput the upper part of the tombs is vaulted as in the cupae (caisson accord-

ing to French terminology), while in Caska it is more like a parallelepiped (Kurilić, Serventi 2015, p. 33).
101	O n a total of 43 excavated tombs, at least 26 are of the “Caska-type” (Kurilić, Serventi 2018, pp. 766-767).
102	 Kurilić, Serventi 2018, p.772 are referring to “(…) foreign, non- Liburnian population, who had their own tradition, which they 

adapted to the local circumstances (…)”. About the ethnic factor, see also Kurilić, Serventi 2015. The population buried in Caska 
almost certainly came from the Eastern Mediterranean regions.

103	 Baratta 2006, p. 1678.
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Abstract 

The close examination of some finds from the late antique and Christian period stored in the repository of the 
National Archaeological Museum of Aquileia led to the analysis of a small-sized clay slab, bearing a funerary 
inscription with a figurative apparatus. The interest of the artifact doesn’t lie so much in the inscribed text, as 
rather in the terracotta support, a typology anciently known within the funerary environment, but rarely recorded 
in Aquileia and not yet studied in a systematic and comprehensive way. The analysis of the tiny slab provides the 
opportunity for a comparative excursus on similar objects which have been observed elsewhere in the Italian pen-
insula, as well as to evaluate some hypotheses on the possible original location of the artefact. Lastly, this short 
essay allows us to re-evaluate the occurrences of fictile epitaphs in Aquileia.

Keywords: Aquileia, opus latericium, litteris scariphatis, Christian epigraphy, cupae.

Riassunto
“Opus latericium inscriptum in Aquileia cristiana: epigrafia fittile di epoca tardoantica.

La revisione di alcuni reperti di epoca tardoantica e cristiana conservati nei depositi del Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale di Aquileia ha consentito di analizzare una lastrina fittile di piccole dimensioni, recante un’iscrizione 
funeraria corredata di apparato figurativo. L’interesse del reperto non sta tanto nel testo iscritto, ma nel supporto 
in terracotta, tipologia nota in antico nell’ambito funerario, ma documentata ad Aquileia solo in rari esemplari e 
ad oggi non ancora studiata in modo sistemico e organico. L’analisi della lastrina offre l’occasione per un excur-
sus comparativo su manufatti simili documentati nel resto della penisola, e per vagliare una serie di ipotesi sulla 
possibile collocazione originaria del manufatto. Questo breve saggio consente infine di rivalutare la presenza ad 
Aquileia di esemplari di epitaffi fittili.

Parole chiave: Aquileia; opus latericium; litteris scariphatis; epigrafia dei Cristiani; cupae.
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