During the time of Epicurus, who could read well
enough to study philosophy?

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 7, 2026 at 11:45 AM

The question of literacy at the time of Epicurus came to me because I've been thinking about
who exactly were the people that were engaging with the teachings of Epicurus. Looking it this
also answers the question of who was Epicurus writing for.

Scholars estimate that overall literacy in ancient Athens from 341 to 270 BC was between 10%
and 15% of the general population. However, the percentage of people who could read
complex philosophical texts was much lower -- likely around 3% to 5%. This specialized
reading class primarily consisted of elite, wealthy, and educated adult male citizens.

While Athenian democracy required basic reading skills to participate in civic duties, reading
dense philosophy like the works of Epicurus or the earlier Platonist and Aristotelian texts
demanded extensive formal education, which was heavily restricted by gender and
socioeconomic class.

Any women who were present were likely either part of Epicurus' household (unfree slaves)...or
educated hetaira...or perhaps wives who were taught by their wealthy philosophical husbands
who were part of the school. The only male slave that was specifically mentioned by name in
Diogenes Laertius was Mys, who was within Epicurus' household.

The census of Demetrius Phalereus in 317 BC found 21,000 citizens, 10,000 metics and
400,000 slaves living in Athens.

The metics were foreign born or freed slaves, who were not land owners, and yet some may
have been wealthy and had free time.

So then that leaves mainly the elite, wealthy, and educated adult male citizens and the sons of
those men.

And, this also frames the bigger picture regarding Epicurean philosophy as an important
consideration in the interpretation of the texts. | can hardly think that Epicurus was telling these
elite wealthy men to dispose of their wealth and possessions and become minimalists who only
engage with the bare basic necessities in life.

Epicurus was speaking to the same people as Lucretius was... in De Rerum Natura, book
6...which talks about the leaky jar / tainted jar:
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[Bailey-6:09] For when he saw that mortals had by now attained well-nigh all things which their
needs crave for subsistence, and that, as far as they could, their life was established in safety,
that men abounded in power through wealth and honours and renown, and were haughty in the
good name of their children, and yet not one of them for all that had at home a heart less
anguished, but with torture of mind lived a fretful life without any respite, and was constrained
to rage with savage complaining, he then did understand that it was the vessel itself which
wrought the disease, and that by its disease all things were corrupted within, whatsoever came
into it gathered from without, yea even blessings; in part because he saw that it was leaking
and full of holes, so that by no means could it ever be filled; in part because he perceived that
it was tainted as with a foul savor all things within it, which it had taken in.

Post by “Don” of July 7, 2026 at 5:43 PM

All you really needed was one literate person in a given Epicurean community to read any
correspondence or texts. My understanding is that it was common to listen to texts. This is what
| understand happened in early Christian communities.

Ancient Greece and Rome were also much more oral cultures, too.

Consider too that the Peripatetics literally walked around while discussing philosophy, so it is
easy to imagine students and teachers in the Garden sitting around discussing and teaching
and listening to lectures. My understanding is that On Nature was a series of lectures Epicurus
gave. The only writings of Aristotle are the lecture notes compiled by a student of his.

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 7, 2026 at 7:01 PM

There is significant, explicit textual evidence detailing Epicurus’s deliberate reliance on written
texts as a central tool for learning, specifically designed to substitute for or supplement
oral teaching. Unlike Socrates, who famously rejected writing in favor of oral dialogue,
Epicurus was a highly prolific writer who engineered a text-based educational system.

The core textual evidence for this includes Epicurus's own statements on epitomization. In the
surviving introductions to his letters preserved by Diogenes Laertius Epicurus explicitly states
that his written texts are meant to act as a substitute for direct instruction.
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Epicurus explicitly writes that he has prepared the text in the Letter to Herodotus as an epitome
(an abridgment) for those who "are unable to study carefully all my physical writings" or
"cannot digest the more detailed books." He states the text is designed so that even
advanced students can have a ready handbook to memorize and recall core principles without
needing a teacher present.

The prologue of the Letter to Pythocles notes that the text was written specifically to provide a
handy, easily memorable distillation of natural philosophy to help the reader navigate life when
oral guidance isn't available.

Philodemus’s treatise On Frank Criticism (Peri Parresias) describes the pedagogical structure of
Epicurean communities. The texts reveal that when Epicurean groups spread across the
Mediterranean, away from Epicurus’s physical presence in Athens, they relied entirely on
reading, copying, and dissecting Epicurus’s written texts as the structural foundation of
their regular community meetings. Philodemus provides physical and textual proof of how the
school operated.

Post by “Don” of July 8, 2026 at 7:03 AM

Book 28 of On Nature ends with:
Quote from Epicurus, On Nature, Book 28

And now | think | have finished prattling to you this twenty-eighth installment of our
consecutive lecture series.

He uses the word dkpdacolc "hearing, hearkening or listening to" where "lecture series" is the
translation even though its a written work. The work is also written partially as a dialogue
between Metrodorus and Epicurus, using first and second pronouns. This strikes me as different
than Plato's dialogues in that he created characters (including his dead teacher, Socrates). |
would see On Nature being more like transcripts of actual teachings.

We know that at least Herodotus, Pythocles, and Menoikeus were literate: We literally have
Epicurus' letters addressed to them. We know the Founders were all literate and wrote
extensive treatises. We know Philodemus was prolific in his writings. We know that Diogenes,
living in Oenoanda, was literate and also thought enough people could read that his inscription
would be useful to passers-by. But if the popularity of Epicurus' philosophy was as wide spread
as to make Cicero clutch his pearls, | doubt literacy was widespread throughout the community.

Bart Ehrman has a relevant blog post talking about early Christian communities that includes:
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Quote from EhrmanBlog

So let's assume that [the literacy rate in Graeco-Roman times] was 20%. That would
mean that an average church, with 70 members, of whom 20 were adult males, would
have, on average four who would read. And of course their reading abilities would cover
a wide range: some could probably read very painstakingly and slowly, maybe one or
two could read pretty well - it's hard to say. Overall, there would be, around the year
100, 400 Christians (in the entire world) who could read.

He goes on to say that those who could read then would be leaders in their communities. |
would think this would hold for Epicurean communities.

I found an interesting lecture online about reading, even silently, in the ancient world:
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/watch-now/anci...torical-context

There's also the encouragement - even requirement - for ancient Epicureans to commit
epitomes to memory. That's why Epicurus provided summaries of his work, so that the written
document became superfluous. For students who were not fully literate, this would have meant
working with a teacher to internalize the most important works.

Epicurus to Pythocles (emphasis added): To aid your memory you ask me for a clear and
concise statement respecting celestial phenomena ; for what we have written on this subject
elsewhere is, you tell me, hard to remember, although you have my books constantly with you.
| was glad to receive your request and am full of pleasant expectations. [85] We will then
complete our writing and grant all you ask.

Epicurus to Herodotus: For those who are unable to study carefully all my physical writings or to
go into the longer treatises at all, I have myself prepared an epitome56 of the whole system,
Herodotus, to preserve in the memory enough of the principal doctrines,57 to the end that on
every occasion they may be able to aid themselves on the most important points, so far as they
take up the study of Physics. Those who have made some advance in the survey of the entire
system ought to fix in their minds under the principal headings an elementary outline of the
whole treatment of the subject. For a comprehensive view is often required, the details but
seldom.

Epicurus encourages Menoikeus to study what he's written night and day with a like-minded
friends (so they can read the work to each other?), likely to impress it into his mind so he has
the information asleep and awake.

| realize Philodemus railed against Epicureans who had strayed from studying the books, but if
On Nature really was a series of lectures, this could just as easily meant getting back to
attending lectures from my perspective.
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Post by “Kalosyni” of July 8, 2026 at 9:49 AM

Thanks Don and thinking further...it appears that you may be hinting that we can't be totally
certain about who exactly was attending Epicurus' Kepos, and what types of people attended
the Epicurean communities. And yet, | don't think that it would be correct to compare Epicurean
communities with early Christian communities. The teachings are very different and they will
attract different people.

We see in Lucretius that there is an emphasis on the natural physics with the majority of DRN
focusing on the causes of things, so as to dispell the incorrect beliefs about gods causing
natural phenomenon. We need to ask ourselves what types of people are interested in this
focus, and to see that this aspect of Epicurean philosophy was shining the light on Nature as
moving with its own driving force, and this was an "early science" to examine the world and
learn about the things that causes various phenomenon. The study of natural physics requires a
certain intelligence level, and so then these would be the people more likely to have aquired
the skill of reading. So | still stand by my hypothesis that most people who studied Epicurean
philosophy in ancient Greece could read.

Post by “Pacatus” of July 8, 2026 at 2:51 PM

Quote from Don

We know that at least Herodotus, Pythocles, and Menoikeus were literate:

Leontien and Themista also, according to accounts.

Post by “Bryan” of July 8, 2026 at 3:48 PM

Let me throw this quote in:

"However, with the study of grammar being twofold [1] the one promising to teach the
elements and their combinations and being in general an art of writing and reading, and [2] the
other being, in comparison, a deeper ability: not consisting merely in the bare knowledge of
letters but also in the investigation of their discovery and their nature, and in addition the parts
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of speech composed of letters and all other matters of the same kind - it is not our purpose now
to invalidate the first; for that it is useful is agreed by all men, and amongst these men we must
place Epicurus, although he seems to be bitterly hostile to the professors; in his book On Gifts
and Gratitude he definitely tries to prove that it is necessary for the wise to learn the written
letters [i.e., become literate]. Necessary, as we should say, not for the wise only but for all
people.”

Sextus Empiricus (fl.c. 200 CE), Against the Grammarians, 1.49

But learning to read is of course a lower bar than having a (1) generalized liberal education or
(2) specific professional training, both of which Epicurus considered unhelpful, for example:

"...because [the members] of your [Epicurean school], indeed, argue quite well that there is no
need for him who is going to be a philosopher to know literature."

Cicero (fl. 65 BCE), De Finibus, 2.4.12

Post by “Don” of July 8, 2026 at 5:27 PM

Quote from Kalosyni

| don't think that it would be correct to compare Epicurean communities with early
Christian communities.

Wasn't one of Cicero's criticisms of Epicureans that they attracted women, slaves, and the
common people? That's the same criticism levied against the early Christians.

One could study the philosophy without being able to read. Attending lectures, memorizing
texts with a friend who could read or in a group where the texts were read aloud.

Post by “Don” of July 8, 2026 at 8:52 PM

I found this Medium article interesting, too: https://medium.com/thought-thinke...ce-
4301dccc3990
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Excerpts:

We learn about the specific of reading practices in ancient Greece mostly not from written
evidences which would describe the process of reading, but from the terms which the Greek
used for the word «read». There are more than 10 verbs with this meaning in ancient Greek.
Analyzing these verbs we can understand the patterns of the ancient reading practices,
because they indicate how the process of reading was perceived. It means that the difference
in reading practices was enshrined by the language [1].

For example, there was a verb némein, which meant «read out loud» and «distribute
something, including yourself among recipients». It means, that the words which were read
aloud were addressed not only to the listeners, but also to the reader itself. It is just one of the
examples of the verbs which were used in Ancient Greece to specify one of the aspects of the
reading process [1].

Other ancient Greek verbs with the meaning of reading also refer to reading aloud. It means,
that people of that epoch read not much and with difficulty and it also means, that exactly the
sounding word played crucial role in the culture. Moreover, for the concept of reading in ancient
Greece the man and his voice were considered to be instruments at the service of the text.
Written speech demanded mandatory scoring, it was considered to be not complete by its
nature. Until the writing began to sound, it meant not more than just a set of symbols. That is
why it was not the reader who was the addresser of the text, but the listener — he was listening
to the text which was read to him [1].

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 9, 2026 at 9:39 AM

We might wonder which classes in ancient Athens in 300 BC had both the interest and time for
studying or hearing about Epicurean philosophy...

The Garden was founded by Epicurus in Athens around 306 BC and was revolutionary because
it rejected the traditional Athenian class system of the highly educated elite. The Academy
(Plato) or the Lyceum (Aristotle), required a rigorous, elite background in mathematics and
political theory, but the Garden of Epicurus did not.

Because of this, the classes that had the interest and time to engage with it spanned a unique
cross-section of Athenian society, as follows:

Wealthy Intellectuals and Aristocrats (The Elite) -- Many wealthy individuals were deeply
disillusioned by the political chaos of 300 BC. Athens was trapped in a cycle of Macedonian
military occupations and puppet governments. Epicurus offered a radical alternative: lathe
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biosas ("live unnoticed"). He advocated for completely withdrawing from public life, politics, and
civic duties to protect one's peace of mind. This class possessed unlimited leisure time (schole)
funded by their estates and slave labor. They could afford to spend entire days lounging and
debating in the Garden.

High-Class Courtesans (Hetairai) -- The Garden was highly scandalous in 300 BC because
Epicurus openly welcomed women. Hetairai were highly educated, intellectually curious, and
lacked the political ties that bound male citizens. Epicurean philosophy’s emphasis on
friendship over civic duty deeply resonated with women who were legally marginalized by the
state. Famous hetairai, such as Leontion, became prominent Epicurean scholars and even
wrote philosophical treatises refuting male philosophers. As independent entrepreneurs,
hetairai managed their own schedules. Attending philosophical gatherings was natively aligned
with their professional lives, which centered on intellectual and social engagement with elite
thinkers.

Enslaved People (Douloi) -- Only 15-20% of all enslaved people where priviliged or highly
skilled. Epicurus famously admitted slaves into his school as intellectual equals, a practice that
shocked traditional Athenians. Most slaves had no free time. However, privileged domestic
slaves or highly skilled slave-craftsmen (choris oikountes) who lived independently and paid a
portion of their wages to their masters often had pockets of personal time in the evenings.
Epicurus's own slave, Mys, became a fully initiated and respected philosopher within the
community.

Wealthy Resident Aliens (Metics) -- Because metics could not vote or hold political office in
Athens, traditional philosophies that focused on "how to rule a city" (like Plato's Republic) were
irrelevant to them. Wealthy foreign merchants, bankers, and doctors had generated significant
wealth from Athens' booming trade sector, granting them the financial freedom and leisure
time to pursue philosophy.

---->The class that was left out was the working-class citizens (Zeugitae and Thetes)—the
average Athenian craftsmen, small farmers, and laborers—generally lacked both the time and
interest for Epicureanism. They were consumed by the daily grind of survival under Macedonian
occupation. Furthermore, traditional working-class citizens often viewed the Garden's radical
inclusion of slaves and women, combined with its rejection of public civic duty, as deeply
unpatriotic and lazy.

kokkskok

As an aside: Modern economic historians estimate that between 15% and 25% of the total slave
population in ancient Athens in 300 BC, could be categorized as highly skilled or privileged.
Because the Greeks viewed slaves as property rather than tracking them by occupation,
scholars reconstruct these proportions based on literary references, court cases, and trade logs.
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Out of an estimated total of roughly 80,000 to 100,000 slaves in Attica around this period, the
division of labor generally fell into three distinct bands:

The Privileged/Highly Skilled (15% - 25%): This group consisted of choris oikountes ("those
living apart"), who were trusted to run workshops, bank counters, and businesses
independently. It also included demosioi (state-owned public slaves) who served as the
Scythian archer police force, mint workers, and administrative clerks. These were the rare
individuals with the pocket money or freedom of movement to theoretically engage with
Epicurean philosophy.

The Domestic/Household Slaves (35% - 45%): These individuals lived within the oikos
(household). While their daily physical comfort was drastically higher than that of a laborer,
they were entirely dependent on the personal temperament of their master and had very little
personal autonomy, leisure time, or independent income.

Unskilled Agricultural and Mine Laborers (35% - 45%): This was the largest and most brutal tier.
Thousands of completely uneducated chattel slaves worked the fields or were leased out to
work the state silver mines of Laurium. They suffered extreme physical attrition and had
virtually zero opportunities for education or leisure.

A highly skilled slave (like a literate accountant, doctor, or master stonemason) was an
expensive luxury asset. While a common laborer cost about 1 to 2 minae, a highly skilled
artisan or tutor could command 5 to 10 minae (nearly a year or two of an average free citizen's
wages), limiting how many existed in the market. Masters purposely granted these skilled
slaves privileges—like letting them live in their own homes or keep a small percentage of
profits (peculium)—not out of kindness, but as an incentive structure to prevent sabotage and
maximize business revenue.

kkkskokskskkk

We might also wonder what percentage of metics were wealthy...

Based on demographic and economic reconstructions, only about 5% to 10% of metics in
Ancient Athens were truly wealthy, while roughly 40% to 45% belonged to a solid middle
class. The remaining 50% or more were poor, working-class laborers and small tradespeople.
While history often highlights famous, ultra-wealthy metics like the arms-manufacturer
Cephalus or the philosopher Aristotle, they represented a small minority of the overall foreign
population.

Based on historical data from the 4th century BC, the metic wealth spectrum breaks down as
follows:

The ultra-wealthy elite (5% - 10%) -- This group consisted of major international merchants,
large-scale slave owners, shipowners, and powerful bank operators. While they were legally
barred from owning real estate, they held massive fortunes in "invisible wealth" (cash, loans,
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ships, and slaves). Like wealthy citizens, this top tier of metics was rich enough to be swept into
the eisphora (extraordinary war taxes).

The "Hoplite" middle class (approx. 40% - 45%) -- Historical military logs show that about 43%
of metics possessed enough wealth to qualify for the "hoplite census". This meant they earned
enough money to buy their own heavy armor and shields to fight in the army alongside middle-
class citizens. This group included independent shop owners, successful artists, master
craftsmen, and medium-scale traders.

The working-class and impoverished (approx. 50%+) --More than half of all metics were
economically indistinguishable from the poorest Athenian citizens (thetes). They lived hand-to-
mouth as retail shop assistants, common construction laborers, street vendors, and
independent shoe-makers or potters. This tier also included freed former slaves who legally
became metics upon gaining freedom, usually starting their independent lives with zero
generational wealth.

Post by “Pacatus” of July 9, 2026 at 10:50 AM

Quote from Don

That is why it was not the reader who was the addresser of the text, but the listener —
he was listening to the text which was read to him

And there were learned scribes (often slaves) to whom letters and texts could be dictated, to be
read aloud to recipients - serving a function akin to professional secretaries today, which you
describe and which likely fit into the “highly skilled” slaves mentioned by Kalosyni.

For example, we have no writing attributed to the Stoic Epictetus; it was Arrian who wrote down
the teachings that are incorporated in the Enchiridion and the Discourses. (Though Epictetus,
before being freed, seems likely also have fit the category of a highly skilled - and literate -
slave.

Also, the word “literate” is a relative term. | have no literacy in Greek, for example; | once was
literate in differential calculus, but am no longer (have forgotten it all over years of disuse; |
may be moderately literate in Epicurean philosophy, but far less literate than many on here (I
wouldn't refer to myself as a philosopher).

Post by “DaveT” of July 9, 2026 at 12:57 PM
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As | thought about this question, | remembered that the only way of sharing written scrolls was
to have someone manually copy it. Since this likely was an expensive proposition done by
skilled scribes (No Jeff Bezos types) there were probably rather few copies made.

So, if the most exact method of teaching from his letters etc was to read off a copy and open
the meeting to discussion, I'm thinking it didn't matter whether the students could read or
write.

However.... | think an absolute necessity to the teaching and learning process had to be
frequent, (dare | say more than weekly) meetings for both the illiterate and illiterate to learn
and adopt the lessons from the Garden(s) into daily life.

In addition, if teachings were also done through memorized lessons, a certainly less exact
method of passing on the doctrines, etc. repetitive reinforcement was also absolutely
necessary.

As an aside to the original question, I'm guessing that only those who were free enough and
rich enough to attend, and learn several times a week had the time to spare. Am | wrong to
conclude that women were not free to navigate the cities alone so perhaps the enslaved were
members of those households where women were free enough from their other duties to
attend.

I'm also wondering if the cost of copying was one of the reasons so few of Epicurus' writings
were preserved.

Post by “Don” of July 9, 2026 at 1:21 PM

Quote from DaveT

Am | wrong to conclude that women were not free to navigate the cities alone

The hetairai were more "free" than wives or other women, so | would think it was primarily they
who attended. Women were more free in Roman settings than Greek.

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 9, 2026 at 1:26 PM
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Looking into historical aspects of writing at 300 BC...blank papyrus was a significant expense,
generally costing a few days' wages for an unskilled laborer. However, the act of copying or
writing made books exceptionally pricey, as all texts had to be meticulously transcribed by
hand.

While the papyrus plant was easily cultivated in Egypt, shipping and trade markups made it an
expensive commodity elsewhere in the Mediterranean, such as in Greece. A standard blank
papyrus roll equated to roughly half its weight in modern printer paper made of gold.

The actual writing material only accounted for a small fraction of a book's final price.
Professional scribes and copyists commanded high wages, driving up the cost of literary works
and records.

Because of the expense, papyrus was frequently washed or scraped clean to be used as scratch
paper, or written on both sides (recto and verso) to maximize space.

For temporary notes, calculations, or drafts, people used cheaper alternatives like wax tablets
or broken pieces of pottery and limestone known as ostraca. Parchment (animal skins) was
also used, but it was historically even more expensive than papyrus.

Since we know that Epicurus liked to send letters, we might wonder also about the materials
and methods people used at that time. Sending letters depended heavily on who was writing,
the purpose of the message, and how far it had to travel.

For formal, wealthy, or official correspondence, papyrus was the preferred medium. Unlike
literary works that were kept as long scrolls, letters were usually written on a single sheet,
folded up, tied securely with string, and sealed with wax or clay to ensure privacy. Writers used
reed pens dipped in carbon-based ink.

For short, informal, or local notes, people used wax tablets - a diptych (two wooden boards
attached by hinges). The inside of the wood was coated in dark beeswax, and the sender used
a sharp metal stylus to scratch the message into the wax. The recipient could easily smooth the
wax over to reply on the exact same tablet.

For everyday communication among commoners, soldiers, or laborers, broken pieces of
ceramic pottery (ostraca) served as free, highly durable "scratch pads." People wrote on them
with ink or scratched words directly into the clay.

Lead sheets were occasionally used for highly sensitive, legal, or religious messages. Sheets of
lead were hammered thin, etched with a stylus, and tightly rolled up.

Ancient letter writers did not have paper envelopes. Instead, they folded the papyrus or wooden
tablet inward so the writing faced the inside. They then wrapped a string around it and placed a
dollop of beeswax or clay over the knot. The sender stamped the wax with a unique signet
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ring, creating a personalized seal. If the seal arrived broken, the recipient knew the letter had
been intercepted and read.

There was no public postal system for ordinary citizens in 300 BC. Regular people had to rely
entirely on private networks. If you wanted to send a letter, you had to ask a traveling
merchant, a trusted friend, a pilgrim, or a slave heading in that direction to deliver it for you.

Post by “Cassius” of July 9, 2026 at 1:27 PM

Quote from DaveT

However.... | think an absolute necessity to the teaching and learning process had to be
frequent, (dare | say more than weekly) meetings for both the illiterate and illiterate to
learn and adopt the lessons from the Garden(s) into daily life.

Had to be frequent, and | would say likely had to repeat and focus on key points rather than
deliver (for example) a Lucretius-length monologue.

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 9, 2026 at 1:29 PM

More background on Epicurus and his school, and the wealth that allowed him to start and run
the school:

Epicurus was relatively wealthy by the standards of ancient Athens, allowing him to afford the
vast amounts of papyrus required to author his roughly 300 works. While his philosophy
advocated simplicity, his personal financial status was comfortable enough to support his
prolific writing career and distinct lifestyle.

His wealth and writing productivity were tied to several factors: inherited affluence and
property ownership, and also a supported community network.

Epicurus was born to Athenian parents on the island of Samos. His family possessed enough
capital to secure him a top-tier education and allow him to travel widely. When he settled in
Athens around 306 BC, he had the financial means to purchase a large house with a walled
garden just outside the city walls. Known simply as "The Garden," this property served as both
his home and his philosophical school. Buying real estate in ancient Athens required significant
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wealth.

Epicurus did not live or finance his work in isolation. The Garden operated as a communal living
experiment funded by a network of wealthy patrons, devoted students, and co-founders who
pooled their resources. These followers regularly donated money and supplies to sustain the
community. This consistent financial support allowed Epicurus to dedicate his life entirely to
philosophy and writing without needing to work a traditional job for income.

When ancient biographers like Diogenes Laértius noted that Epicurus wrote 300 "books," it is
important to understand the terminology. An ancient "book" (biblion) referred to a single
papyrus roll, not a massive modern hardcover. A single roll typically held the equivalent of
just one long chapter or a short modern essay (roughly 10,000 to 20,000 words max). His
masterwork, On Nature, spanned 37 of these rolls.

While purchasing 300 rolls of papyrus was a steep expense that an ordinary Athenian laborer
could never afford, it was a perfectly manageable investment for an independently wealthy
property owner supported by a community of dedicated disciples.

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 9, 2026 at 2:01 PM

Further thoughts:

We might wonder how the writings of one of the most influential philosophers in ancient Greece
almost completely disappear? Epicurus wrote hundreds of books and letters that were once
widely read throughout Greece and Rome. Yet today, only a small portion of his own words
survives. This raises an obvious question: what happened?

And, we might wonder if the high cost of papyrus was the reason. Since papyrus scrolls were
expensive to produce, it is easy to imagine that only a few copies of Epicurus' books ever
existed. However, historians have found that this was not the case. During the height of
Epicurean philosophy, his writings were copied many times and circulated throughout the
Mediterranean world.

One of the strongest pieces of evidence comes from the Villa of the Papyri in Herculaneum, a
luxurious Roman villa that was buried when Mount Vesuvius erupted in AD 79. Archaeologists
discovered an extensive library there that specialized in Epicurean philosophy. Even more
remarkable, the library contained multiple copies of some of Epicurus' books. Different
handwriting shows that these copies were produced by different scribes, demonstrating that
copying his works was a regular and organized practice.

http://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/5167-during-the-time-of-epicurus-who-could-read-well-enough-to-study-
philosophy/ 14



http://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/5167-during-the-time-of-epicurus-who-could-read-well-enough-to-study-philosophy/
http://www.epicureanfriends.com/thread/5167-during-the-time-of-epicurus-who-could-read-well-enough-to-study-philosophy/

This makes sense because Epicureanism was one of the major philosophical schools of the
ancient world. Unlike some other schools that encouraged constant debate and
reinterpretation, Epicurus emphasized preserving his teachings accurately. His followers
memorized his core doctrines and established communities, known as "Gardens," across
Greece, Asia Minor, and Italy. These communities depended on reliable copies of his writings,
helping spread his ideas far beyond Athens.

By the first century BC, Epicurean philosophy had become especially popular among many
educated Romans. Wealthy patrons, politicians, and intellectuals collected Epicurean books,
while commercial publishers copied scrolls for sale throughout the Roman world. The Roman
statesman Cicero, although he disagreed with Epicurus' philosophy, complained about how
common Epicurean books had become. This tells us that his writings were once widely available
rather than rare.

But we might wonder, if so many copies existed, why did they almost all disappear?

The answer lies in events that unfolded centuries after Epicurus died. As the Roman world
changed, writing materials changed as well. Beginning in the third and fourth centuries AD,
books gradually shifted from papyrus scrolls to parchment codices—the early form of the
modern book. Copying older scrolls into this new format required enormous amounts of time,
money, and labor. Since it was impossible to preserve every ancient work, scribes had to
choose which books were worth recopying.

By this time, Epicureanism had greatly declined in popularity. At the same time, Christianity
had become the dominant religious and intellectual force throughout much of the Roman
Empire. Epicurus' teachings—that the universe was made of atoms, that the soul did not
survive death, and that the gods did not intervene in human affairs—stood in sharp contrast to
Christian beliefs. Many Christian scholars and monastic scribes instead devoted their efforts to
copying biblical texts, theological works, and selected classical authors they considered
valuable or compatible with Christian education. As a result, Epicurus' writings were copied far
less frequently and eventually disappeared from most libraries.

Natural decay also played an important role. Papyrus is made from plant fibers and deteriorates
over time, especially in the damp climates of Europe. Unless old scrolls were continually
recopied onto new materials, they simply wore out and disintegrated. Only in exceptionally dry
places, such as the deserts of Egypt, or through unusual circumstances like the volcanic burial
of Herculaneum, could papyrus survive for centuries.

Although most of Epicurus' own books have been lost, his ideas were not entirely forgotten. The
third-century AD writer Diogenes Laértius preserved three of Epicurus' letters along with a
summary of his philosophy in his collection of biographies of Greek philosophers. Another
important source is the Roman poet Lucretius, whose On the Nature of Things presents a
detailed explanation of Epicurean philosophy. When this manuscript was rediscovered in a
monastery in 1417, it helped renew interest in ancient philosophy during the Renaissance.
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Unfortunately, what survives today offers only a small glimpse of what was once one of the
largest and most influential collections of philosophical writing in the ancient world.

Post by “DaveT” of July 10, 2026 at 5:25 PM

Kalosyni Thank you for the history of papyrus and writing tools etc. Very interesting. Although
the topic of the literate and illiterate probably can't be resolved, I'm curious on your source
materials on Epicurus' financial holdings and his income and the bearing they had on copying
his work? If | remember DeWitt, in the beginning of his work he said Epicurus' father was an
elementary school teacher, a profession that was looked down upon before and after the family
was evicted from Samos. I'm thinking he was not wealthy, but | don't know. Also, if | remember
DeWitt, he indicated that at the time handbooks were written and disseminated by him, as well
as perhaps copied by his students for us to prosyletize new converts. Assuming they were on
papyrus, and they were short lessons so to speak, | can understand why they didn't survive.

But the fact that we have so many examples of Cicero, and Plato and Aristotle's work has me
puzzled still. | guess | can buy into the hypothesis that the Christians burned the copies, except
that they had no real influence in the Roman empire until the end of the 5th century.

Post by “Don” of July 10, 2026 at 6:05 PM

Quote from DaveT

But the fact that we have so many examples of Cicero, and Plato and Aristotle's work
has me puzzled still. | guess | can buy into the hypothesis that the Christians burned
the copies, except that they had no real influence in the Roman empire until the end of
the 5th century.

I've heard the estimates are that we only have about 1-5% of ALL texts from the ancient world.
(One source example)

Post by “DaveT” of July 11, 2026 at 1:46 PM
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Quote from Don

I've heard the estimates are that we only have about 1-5% of ALL texts from the
ancient world. (One source example)

Astonishing that the single copy of Lucretius was found. Another thing this made me think
about was that probably the number of illiterates who learned by someone reading the texts or
booklets decreased when Epicureanism moved to the Latin language of Rome. Unless they
were translated into Latin, probably only the few educated elites were privy to the teachings of
the Garden. Do you or anyone have knowledge of how that went in the Roman language areas?

Post by “Bryan” of jJuly 11, 2026 at 3:13 PM

We do have two complete manuscripts, Codex Oblongus and Codex Quadratus, as well as the
partial Gottorpienses -- all Carolingian and from the 800's.

Being able to read and write in Greek was a standard part of the education for the whole class
of wealthy Romans. Many refused to read books written in Latin -- and it was common to
question if producing "Latin literature" was even desirable. Latin is really a stark and unadorned
language.

Cicero considered it patriotic to write fully in Latin, but he admits (just as Lucretius does) that
writing completely in Latin is more difficult for him than expressing himself in Greek. In his
private letters he switches between Greek and Latin within the same sentence very frequently.
And, despite what Shakespeare has told us, Caesar's last words, if he said anything at all, were
"kal g0, Tékvov;" Greek was not used to "show off," many literate Romans were just thinking in
Greek.

For Epicurean texts generally, the evidence points more to Christian indifference -- they were
not burning our books, but they were not preserving them either.

"Look well and listen well whether any of our assailants bring forward a single argument from
Anaximenes and from Anaxagoras, when, though the Stoic and Epicurean philosophies were
more recent and taught largely, even their ashes are not so warm as that a single spark can be
struck out from them against the Christian faith."

Augustine (fl. 394 CE), Letter 118.12
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Some early Christian writers, before Christianity's integration into the Empire, also viewed the
Epicureans as a bit of an example based in the Epicurean rejection of a conventional education.
For example Tertullian, who was the first major Christian writer to compose in Latin, shakes his
finger at Rome as says:

"We reject your spectacles equally to the extent that [we reject] their origins, which we know to
be derived from superstition - and because we stay away from the very things for which they
are conducted. There is nothing for us to say, see, or hear with the insanity of the circus, with
the imprudence of the theater, with the atrocity of the arena, with the vanity of the exercise
ground. How do we offend, if we prefer other pleasures? If we do not wish to be accused of
knowing [them] - the fault is ours, perhaps, but not yours! But we reject the things which are
pleasing to you all, nor do our things delight you all: given that it was permitted for the
Epicureans to determine a certain truth of pleasure - that is, calmness of soul (animi
aequitatem) - so too [it should be permitted] for the grand concerns of the Christian life."

Tertullian (fl. 200 CE), Apologetics, 38

Also relevant:

"If human nature is capable of wisdom: then artisans and peasants and women and, finally, all
who bear the human form ought to be taught so that they may become wise - and so that a
wise public may be formed from every language, condition, sex and age... the Stoics sensed
this to such a degree that they said philosophizing is necessary even for slaves and women -
and Epicurus as well, who invites those untrained in all literature into philosophy..."

Lactantius (fl. c. 290 CE), Divine Institutes, 3.25.4 & 7

We do have Alexander of Abonoteichus publicly burning Epicurus’ Principal Doctrines in the
marketplace, but he was an insane occultist and not a Christian.

Post by “Joshua” of July 11, 2026 at 3:21 PM

Regarding the loss of texts:
Quote

Alongside discussions of Virgil and Ovid, for example, the Roman rhetorician Quintilian
remarked that “Macer and Lucretius are certainly worth reading,” and went on to
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discuss Varro of Atax, Cornelius Severus, Saleius Bassus, Gaius Rabirius, Albinovanus
Pedo, Marcus Furius Bibaculus, Lucius Accius, Marcus Pacuvius, and others whose
works he greatly admired. The humanists knew that some of these missing works were
likely to have been lost forever—as it turned out, with the exception of Lucretius, all of
the authors just mentioned have been lost—but they suspected that others, perhaps
many others, were hidden away in dark places, not only in Italy but across the Alps.
After all, Petrarch had found the manuscript of Cicero’s Pro Archia in Liége, in Belgium,
and the Propertius manuscript in Paris.

-The Swerve by Stephen Greenblatt

And regarding Epicurean texts specifically, we do have a very telling remark that dates from
the 4th century AD. In this letter written by the emperor Julian the Apostate for the purpose of
instructing his pagan priests, he sets strict limits to the kinds of works those priests will be
permitted to read:

Quote

But for us it will be appropriate to read such narratives as have been composed about
deeds that have actually been done; but we must avoid all fictions in the form of
narrative such as were circulated among men in the past, for instance tales whose
theme is love, and generally speaking everything of that sort. For just as not every road
is suitable for consecrated priests, but the roads they travel ought to be duly assigned,
so not every sort of reading is suitable for a priest. For words breed a certain sort of
disposition in the soul, and little by little it arouses desires, and then on a sudden
kindles a terrible blaze, against which one ought, in my opinion, to arm oneself well in
advance.

And it's interesting to note the very first name he mentions, as a writer of works deemed
unsuitable:

Quote

Let us not admit discourses by Epicurus or Pyrrho; but indeed the gods have already in
their wisdom destroyed their works, so that most of their books have ceased to be.
Nevertheless there is no reason why | should not, by way of example, mention these
works too, to show what sort of discourses priests must especially avoid; and if such
discourses, then much more must they avoid such thoughts. For an error of speech is,
in my opinion, by no means the same as an error of the mind, but we ought to give
heed to the mind first of all, since the tongue sins in company with it.

-pg. 328, fragment of A Letter to a Priest, by Emperor Julian
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Finally, there is this famously difficult passage from the Christian historian (I use the word
begrudgingly) Paulus Orosius, who was commissioned by Augustine to write a response to the
pagans who blamed the sack of Rome in 410 AD on the lapse in devotion to the pagan gods,
itself caused by the rise of Christianity. Here he describes the Caesar's conduct in the Siege of
Alexandria in 47 BC. It is probably the single most important passage in all ancient literature
touching on the question of the Christian role in the loss or destruction of books, and it is not at
all easy to parse:

Quote

During the combat, orders were issued [by Julius Caesar] to set fire to the royal fleet,
which by chance was drawn on shore. The flames spread to part of the city and there
burned four hundred thousand books stored in a building which happened to be nearby.
So perished that marvelous monument of the literary activity of our ancestors, who had
gathered together so many great works of brilliant geniuses. In regard to this, however
true it may be that in some of the temples there remain up to the present time book
chests, which we ourselves have seen, and that, as we are told, these were emptied by
our own men in our own day when these temples were plundered—this statement is
true enough—yet it seems fairer to suppose that other collections had later been
formed to rival the ancient love of literature, and not that there had once been another
library which had books separate from the four hundred thousand volumes mentioned,
and for that reason had escaped destruction" (Historiarum Adversum Paganos [History
Against the Pagans] Libri VII, VI.15.31ff)

He appears to admit to the Christian practice of plundering pagan temples, and to the looting of
the books found therein. He does not record the fate of the books that were taken.

Post by “Joshua” of July 11, 2026 at 4:04 PM

Quote

Astonishing that the single copy of Lucretius was found. Another thing this made me
think about was that probably the number of illiterates who learned by someone
reading the texts or booklets decreased when Epicureanism moved to the Latin
language of Rome. Unless they were translated into Latin, probably only the few
educated elites were privy to the teachings of the Garden. Do you or anyone have
knowledge of how that went in the Roman language areas?
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DaveT, we do have a partial record of the transmission of Epicureanism from Greece (and
Greek) to Rome (and Latin), and much of it comes down to us from Cicero himself. Cicero
wanted to cultivate a high Latin literature, and he wished also to confer on this nascent project
a beautiful stylistic polish. To that end, he extolled the efforts of those who wrote on high
matters in Latin, and he scorned authors whose work did not meet his aesthetic standard.

Enter the Epicureans Amafinius and Rabirius! Cicero writes in book four of his Tusculan
Disputations about the history of Roman philosophy:

Quote

The study of philosophy is certainly of long standing with us; but yet | do not find that |
can give you the names of any philosopher before the age of Leaelius and Scipio: in
whose younger days we find that Diogenes the Stoic, and Carneades the Academic,
were sent as ambassadors by the Athenians to our senate. And as these had never
been concerned in public affairs, and one of them was a Cyrenean, the other a
Babylonian, they certainly would never have been forced from their studies, nor chosen
for that employment, unless the study of philosophy had been in vogue with some of
the great men at that time; who, though they might employ their pens on other
subjects, some on civil law, others on oratory, others on the history of former times, yet
promoted this most extensive of all arts, the principle of living well, even more by their
life than by their writings. So that of that true and elegant philosophy, (which was
derived from Socrates, and is still preserved by the Peripatetics, and by the Stoics,
though they express themselves differently in their disputes with the Academics,)
there are few or no Latin records; whether this proceeds from the importance of
the thing itself, or from men's being otherwise employed, or from their concluding that
the capacity of the people was not equal to the apprehension of them. But, during this
silence, [the Epicurean] C. Amafinius arose and took upon himself to speak; on the
publishing of whose writings the people were moved, and enlisted themselves chiefly
under this sect, either because the doctrine was more easily understood, or because
they were invited thereto by the pleasing thoughts of amusement, or that, because
there was nothing better, they laid hold of what was offered them. And after Amafinius,
when many of the same sentiments had written much about them, the Pythagoreans
spread over all Italy: but that these doctrines should be so easily understood and
approved of by the unlearned, is a great proof that they were not written with any
great subtlety, and they think their establishment to be owing to this.

He seems to suggest that Amafinius was the first person to transmit Greek philosophy into
Latin. However, Cicero found the prose style of these early Roman Epicureans deeply offensive
to his cultivated sensibilities. In the first book of his Academic Questions, he quotes from Varro,
who shares his desire for a native Roman literature written in good Latin:

Quote
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Varro: "For as | saw that philosophy had been explained with great care in the Greek
language, | thought that if any of our countrymen were engrossed by the study of it,
who were well versed in Greek literature, they would be more likely to read Greek
treatises than Latin ones: but that those men who were averse to Greek science and to
the schools of the Greek philosophers would not care the least for such matters as
these, which could not be understood at all without some acquaintance with Greek
literature. And, therefore, | did not choose to write treatises which unlearned men could
not understand, and learned men would not be at the trouble of reading. And you
yourself are aware of this. For you have learnt that we cannot resemble Amafinius or
Rabirius, who without any art discuss matters which come before the eyes of every one
in plain ordinary language, giving no accurate definitions, making no divisions, drawing
no inferences by well-directed questions, and who appear to think that there is no such
thing as any art of speaking or disputing.

According to Wikipedia, Martin Ferguson Smith estimated that Amafinius lived in the late
second and early first century BC. This would put his birth about 100 years after the death of
Epicurus. | don't a have a copy of Smith's translation of Lucretius to check the citation.

Post by “DaveT” of July 12, 2026 at 10:12 AM

Joshua Thanks for the research above. So how do you think the Romans who were not literate in
Greek learned Epicureanism in the Gardens in Italy? Historically | understand that the southern
portions of the Italian peninsula and perhaps Sicily had been been colonized by the Greeks. So
perhaps the common people in the south were still speaking or understanding some Greek, if
not being bilingual, for verbal learning of Epicurean philosophy. What do you think?

Post by “DaveT” of July 12, 2026 at 10:24 AM

Quote from Bryan

We do have two complete manuscripts, Codex Oblongus and Codex Quadratus, as well
as the partial Gottorpienses -- all Carolingian and from the 800's.
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Speaking of the Carolingian period, | recently learned how the Muslim scholars had translated a
great deal of Greek writings into Latin (many who lived in Islamic Spain). | wonder why, other
than that they abhorred Epicurean denial of life after death, they didn't translate Epicurus, too.
Perhaps all of the loss occurred before the 800's to 1000 CE period. Anyway, it is a question
that likely can't be answered

Post by “Kalosyni” of July 16, 2026 at 9:00 AM

Pythocles read physical copies, and constantly had them in his hands...
From the start of the Letter to Pythocles:

[84] CLEON brought me a letter from you in which you continue to express a kindly feeling
towards me, which is a just return for my interest in you, and you attempt with some success to
recall the arguments which lead to a life of blessedness. You ask me to send you a brief
argument about the phenomena of the sky in a short sketch, that you may easily recall it to
mind. For you say that what | have written in my other works is hard to remember, even
though, as you state, you constantly have them in your hands. | was glad to receive your
request and felt constrained to answer it by pleasant expectations for the future.

[85] Therefore, as | have finished all my other writings | now intend to accomplish your request,
feeling that these arguments will be of value to many other persons as well, and especially to
those who have but recently tasted the genuine inquiry into nature, and also to those who are
involved too deeply in the business of some regular occupation. Therefore lay good hold on it,
keep it in mind, and go through it all keenly, together with the rest which | sent in the small
epitome to Herodotus.
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