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A L E X A N D E R  T H E I N  

Rewards to Slaves in the Proscriptions of 82 B.C. 

In his account of the genesis of the Sullan proscriptions, Plutarch states that the 
bounty of two talents on the heads of the proscribed was paid out to ‘anyone who 
killed a proscribed person as a reward for his murderous deed, even if a slave should 
kill his master’. Lucan describes how ‘servants drove the accursed sword through the 
flesh of their masters’ and the Bern scholiast, commenting on this line, explains that 
Sulla ‘promised a bounty to slaves if they killed their proscribed master’.1 The 
sources provide no further testimony on the rewards offered to slave accomplices in 
the Sullan proscriptions,2 and the Bern scholiast on Lucan was unable to find even 
one example of a slave who killed his master in return for the bounty.3 The evidence 
for the rewards to offered slaves in return for collaboration in the triumviral proscrip-
tions is much more explicit. According to Appian, any slave who killed one of the 
proscribed or who acted as informer and killed by proxy was promised ‘his freedom, 
10,000 Attic drachmas, and the citizenship of his master’ (the bounty for slaves was 
just under half the 25,000 Attic drachmas promised to free persons for the heads of 
the proscribed).4 This testimony highlights what is not attested for the Sullan proscrip-

 
                  

1  Plut. Sull. 31,7 (τῷ δὲ ἀποκτείναντι γέρας δύο τάλαντα τῆς ἀνδροφονίας, κἂν δοῦλος 
δεσπότην ... ἀνέλῃ); Lucan. 2,148–149 (infandum domini per viscera ferrum exegit famulus) 
with Bern scholiast ad loc. (quoniam praemium servis promiserat, si proscriptum dominum 
occidissent). Lucan’s use of the word famulus points to the killing of the proscribed by their 
household slaves. 

2  Unless we assume that the 10,000 Cornelii — former slaves of the proscribed manumit-
ted and given citizenship by Sulla — received their freedom as a quid pro quo for collaboration 
in the deaths of their masters: see App. civ. 1,100; 1,104. It is beyond the scope of this article to 
address the problems posed by this testimony in detail (see n. 8, below for a partial discussion).  

3  The Bern scholiast (ad Lucan. 2,148) offers only the unconvincing suggestion that the 
text refers to Marius the Younger (likewise: Adnot. ad Lucan. 2,148). It is clear from other 
sources that Marius was killed by a loyal slave in an assisted suicide (Diod. 38/39,15) after he 
survived a mutual suicide pact with Telesinus with only light wounds (Liv. per. 88; Oros. 
5,21,8–9; Val. Max. 6,8,2). According to Valerius Maximus, the slave performed this last duty 
for his master even though he knew he would receive magna praemia if he handed him over to 
Sulla, presumably for public execution and torture. 

4  App. civ. 4,11; cf. 4,7. The neo-Attic drachma was equal to one denarius: see L. Schu-
macher, Servus Index. Sklavenverhör und Sklavenanzeige im republikanischen und kaiser-
zeitlichen Rom (Forschungen zur antiken Sklaverei 15), Wiesbaden 1982, 97 n. 33. The Sullan 
bounty was two talents (Plut. Sull. 31,7) or 12,000 drachmas (Plut. Cat. min. 17,5). I argue 
below that slaves received half this amount. 
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tions. There is no reference to slave informers in 82, nor is there any record that Sulla 
offered freedom to slaves. But it makes sense to assume that Sulla did offer rewards 
to slaves who acted as informers (and not just to those who killed the proscribed).5 It 
should also be assumed that Sulla’s slave accomplices received their freedom (and not 
just money). Indeed, several scholars treat this assumption as a certainty.6 Hinard, in 
his monograph on the proscriptions, takes a different view. He points out that no 
promise of freedom is attested for the proscriptions of 82. He also claims that it is 
only by analogy with the terms of the proscriptions of 43 that promises of freedom to 
slave accomplices can be assumed for Sulla.7 His conclusion is that money was the 
only incentive offered to slaves in 82: in his reconstruction of a clause in the edict and 
law which promised immunity and rewards to anyone who killed one of the pro-
scribed he gives his opinion that bounty hunters who were slaves do not appear to 
have been promised freedom.8 Hinard adopts a position of cautious scepticism which 
might seem to be the best response to the absence of any direct testimony in the 
sources. In fact, it leads him to a conclusion which cannot be correct. As this article 
will show, Sulla cannot possibly have appealed for collaboration from slaves without 
also promising them their freedom. The first step is to move from Hinard’s exclusive 
focus on the proscriptions of 82 and 43 to a broader chronological survey: this will 
demonstrate that the promise of manumission was a sine qua non in the recruitment of 
slave accomplices during the Roman Republic.9 The next step is to pose the simple 

 
                  

5  J. Fündling, Sulla, Darmstadt 2010, 117. Appian attests rewards to Sullan informers at 
civ. 1,95, but without highlighting differences in the rewards offered to slaves and free persons 
(unlike civ. 4,11, on the proscriptions of 43). No other source attests the payment of rewards to 
Sullan informers; this is noted by F. Hinard, Les proscriptions de la Rome républicaine (CEFR 
83), Rome 1985, 39. 

6  Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 97; K. Christ, Sulla. Eine römische Karriere, 
Munich 2002, 116; H. Heftner, Von den Gracchen bis Sulla. Die römische Republik am Schei-
deweg 133–78 v.Chr., Regensburg 2006, 202; Fündling, Sulla (above, n. 5) 117. Some scholars 
seem to claim that slaves were promised freedom instead of money; this contradicts Plut. Sull. 
31,7. Thus: G. Brizzi, Silla, Rome 2004, 159; O. Robinson, Penal Practice and Penal Policy in 
Ancient Rome, London 2007, 37–38. 

7  Hinard, Proscriptions (above, n. 5) 40, citing only Plut. Sull. 31,7. The clear analogy of 
the Sullan hostis-declaration of 88, discussed in detail below, is ignored. 

8  Hinard, Proscriptions (above, n. 5) 84: ‘Cet article, qui devait reprendre purement et 
simplement les prescriptions de l’édit, ne semble pas avoir prévu d’accorder la liberté aux 
percussores d’origine servile’. Hinard (op. cit., 40, 84) takes the view that slaves were not 
offered their freedom in return for collaboration in the violence of the proscriptions but he 
accepts Appian’s testimony (civ. 1,100; 1,104) that Sulla granted freedom and citizenship to 
10,000 former slaves of the proscribed (cf. n. 2, above). For Hinard, this was purely a constitu-
tional measure, unrelated to the rewards offered to slave bounty hunters in the proscriptions. 
His reconstruction thus results in a paradox: that Sulla manumitted the 10,000 Cornelii but 
withheld the grant of freedom from those slaves who had responded to his call to kill or betray 
their masters (and who had thus made themselves especially dependent on his gratitude and 
favour). 

9  The following analysis is indebted to W. W. Buckland, The Roman Law of Slavery. The 
Condition of the Slave in Private Law from Augustus to Justinian, Cambridge 1908, 589–90;  
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question: what slave will have betrayed his master for money if he had not also been 
promised his freedom? 

In times of crisis it was a common practice, established long before Sulla, for the 
Roman state to reward slave informers with manumission. Indeed, it was believed that 
this practice had its origins in Rome’s earliest history. Livy and Dionysius of Halicar-
nassus recorded the story of a slave rewarded with money, freedom, and citizenship 
for volunteering information to the consuls of a conspiracy to restore the exiled Tar-
quin the Proud (the story is told by Plutarch with minor variations).10 The slave was 
called Vindicius and his reward is cited by Livy and Plutarch as the first example of 
manumissio vindicta.11 This episode is dated to the first year of the Republic, and it is 
the archetype for a series of further examples in which manumission is the incentive 
for slaves to turn informer in the interests of the state.12 In 500, the consuls are said to 
have crushed a conspiracy against the state involving slaves and others who had 
joined them. The plot was betrayed from within, and the informers were granted citi-
zenship and other rewards.13 In 419, there is said to have been another slave conspir-
acy: this time there was a plot to set fire to the city and occupy the Capitol as the prel-
ude to a mass uprising in which slaves would kill their masters and take control of 
their wives and possessions. The plot was again betrayed from within, and the two 
informers received their freedom along with a large sum of money (10,000 asses, 

 
                  
J.-M. David, La faute et l’abandon, in: École française de Rome (ed.), L’aveu. Antiquité et 
Moyen Âge. Actes de la table ronde de Rome (28–30 mars 1984) (CEFR 88), Rome 1986, 69–
87, esp. 77–86; W. Nippel, Public Order in Ancient Rome, Cambridge 1995, 27–30; S. H. 
Rutledge, Imperial Inquisitions. Prosecutors and Informants from Tiberius to Domitian, 
London 2001, 307–313, and above all to Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 11–109. The 
history of state manumission is not discussed by Hinard, who makes only a brief allusion 
(Proscriptions [above, n. 5] 39) to the manumission of slaves who supplied denunciations in 
criminal prosecutions, citing T. Mommsen, Römisches Strafrecht, Leipzig 1899, 504–506. 
Mommsen argues that rewards of money to slaves are logically dependent on manumission (op. 
cit., 505 n. 5). 

10  Denunciation to the consuls: Liv. 2,4,7; Dion. Hal. ant. 5,7,2; or to P. Valerius Pub-
licola: Plut. Publ. 4,5; reward of freedom, citizenship, and money: Liv. 2,5,9; Dion. Hal. ant. 
5,13,1; or freedom and citizenship: Plut. Publ. 7,7. 

11  Liv. 2,5,9–10; Plut. Publ. 7,7; discussed by S. Treggiari, Roman Freedmen during the 
Late Republic, Oxford 1969, 20–25; Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 50; David, La 
faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 84; noted by Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; 
Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16. 

12  The name Vindicius is clearly derivative and the episode as a whole is legendary. Inter-
estingly, it features embellishments drawn from the narrative of the Catilinarian conspiracy. 
See R. M. Ogilvie, A Commentary on Livy Books 1–5, Oxford 1965, 241–243; Rutledge, Impe-
rial Inquisitions (above, n. 9) 307–308. 

13  Zon. 7,13; cf. Dion. Hal. ant. 5,53. The episode is dated to the consulship of Ser. Sulpi-
cius Camerinus Cornutus and M’. Tullius Longus. Another slave conspiracy, also betrayed 
from within, is said to have been crushed by the consuls of 501: Dion. Hal. ant. 5,51,3; cf. Zon. 
7,13. The historicity of these episodes is highly uncertain. See W. Nippel, Aufruhr und ‘Polizei’ 
in der römischen Republik, Stuttgart 1988, 48–49. 
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according to Livy) paid out from the public treasury.14 A slave girl is said to have 
been promised immunity after she claimed to know the cause of a fatal malady which 
struck Rome in 331. A conspiracy was discovered, and a number of noble matrons 
arrested in the act of making poisons were forced to drink what they had brewed. It is 
not recorded if the slave-girl informer was rewarded.15 The period of the Second 
Punic War provides further examples. In 217, twenty-five slaves found guilty of con-
spiracy were crucified; the informant was rewarded with his freedom and 20,000 
asses.16 In 210, fires broke out simultaneously at several locations around the Forum. 
Arson was suspected, and the Senate authorized a proclamation calling for the denun-
ciation of the culprits in return for money if the informer was a free person and free-
dom if he was a slave. A slave called Manus informed against his masters, a noble 
family from Capua; the truth of his claims was confirmed, and he was rewarded with 
his freedom and 20,000 asses.17 Later in the same year there was a plot against the 
Roman army of occupation at Capua: a plan to set fire to the Roman billets during the 
night was betrayed by slaves in the household of the ringleaders, all those involved in 
the conspiracy were arrested, found guilty, and executed, and the slave informants 
were each rewarded with their freedom and 10,000 asses.18 In 198, there was serious 
unrest at Setia. Carthaginian hostages held captive in the town along with their slave 
retinues conspired with slaves of African origin purchased by Italians in the local 
area, but their plan to seize Setia, Norba, and Circeii was revealed to the urban praetor 
by two slaves. The conspiracy was crushed by military force, the slave informers each 
received their freedom and 25,000 asses, and their owners were compensated from the 
treasury.19 The Late Republic offers further instances of rewards offered to slave 

 
                  

14  Liv. 4,45,1–2; Dion. Hal. ant. 12,6,5–7. Discussion: Rutledge, Imperial Inquisitions  
(above, n. 9) 308; cf. Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 
9) 589 n. 16; Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 54 n. 52; David, La faute et l’abandon 
(above, n. 9) 81 n. 38. 

15  Liv. 8,18,1–11; Val. Max. 2,5,3; Oros. 3,10,2; Aug. civ. 3,17. Discussion: Schumacher, 
Servus Index (above, n. 4) 39–42; Rutledge, Imperial Inquisitions (above, n. 9) 308–309; cf. 
David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 83 n. 44. 

16  Liv. 22,33,2, cf. Zon. 9,1; noted by Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; Buck-
land, Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16; Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 54 n. 52; David, La 
faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 81 n. 38, 83 n. 44; Nippel, Public Order (above, n. 9) 27 n. 26. 

17  Liv. 26,27,1–9. Discussion: Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 59; Rutledge, 
Imperial Inquisitions (above, n. 9) 309; cf. Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; Buckland, 
Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16; David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 81 n. 38; Nippel, 
Public Order (above, n. 9) 27 n. 26. Denunciations are not always false, but they are almost 
always malicious and petty. See S. N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, Cambridge 
2006, 336, 346–50. In Livy’s narrative of the above episode the accused offered the invalid 
argument that the slave’s denunciation was malicious and therefore untrue (Liv. 26,27,8). 

18  Liv. 27,3,1–5; with Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 56; Rutledge, Imperial 
Inquisitions (above, n. 9) 309; cf. Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; Buckland, Slav-
ery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16; David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 81 n. 38, 83 n. 44; 
Nippel, Public Order (above, n. 9) 27 n. 26. 

19  Liv. 32,26,5–14; cf. per. 32; Zon. 9,16. Discussion: Schumacher, Servus Index (above,  
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informers.20 In 89, the praetor A. Sempronius Asellio was attacked and killed in the 
Forum in broad daylight and the Senate proclaimed rewards of money to free persons, 
freedom to slaves, and immunity to any accomplices in the crime in return for infor-
mation leading to the arrest of the culprits.21 In 63, slave informers who denounced 
members of the Catilinarian conspiracy were promised their freedom and 100,000 
sesterces, while free persons who supplied denunciations were offered immunity from 
prosecution and 200,000 sesterces.22 Unspecified rewards were promised by the 
triumvirs to slaves or free persons who denounced non-compliance with their levy on 
the property of the richest Roman matrons.23 In the same period, freedom and money 
were promised to slaves who denounced non-compliance by their masters in the 
requisition of money and weapons imposed by Asinius Pollio on the citizens of 
Padua.24 At Rhodes, Cassius ordered all coined silver and gold in private hands to be 
surrendered to him on a specified day: the penalty for concealment was death, and the 
reward for denunciations was set at one tenth of the confiscated money; slave inform-
ers were also manumitted. Brutus proclaimed the same penalties and rewards when he 
demanded all the gold and silver in the private possession of the citizens of Patara in 
Lycia.25 It is clear from this survey that informers who betrayed their masters or their 
fellow slaves were never promised or paid money except in addition to their freedom. 

 
                  
n. 4) 54 n. 52; Rutledge, Imperial Inquisitions (above, n. 9) 309; cf. J. Briscoe, A Commentary 
on Livy Books XXXI–XXXIII, Oxford 1973, 216–218; Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 
16; David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 79 n. 30, 81 n. 38. The payment of compensation 
highlights the fact that the state manumission of informers interfered with the private property 
rights of slave owners; see Nippel, Aufruhr und ‘Polizei’ (above, n. 13) 51; Public Order 
(above, n. 9) 28; cf. Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3. 

20  There is no record of slave informers in the period 198–89 B.C. The Senate proclaimed 
rewards to any person who brought suspects before the consuls or supplied the names of those who 
had fled during the suppression of the Bacchanalians in 186 (Liv. 39,17,1; cf. 39,14,6; 39,19,1–3). 
But no slave informers are mentioned. See Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 42–43. 

21  App. civ. 1,54; cf. Liv. per. 74; Val. Max. 9,7,4. Discussion: Schumacher, Servus Index 
(above, n. 4) 44–45; cf. Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; David, La faute et l’aban-
don (above, n. 9) 81 n. 38. Appian makes the point that no informers came forward. It is a 
reminder that rewards do not guarantee compliance. 

22  Sall. Catil. 30,6; cf. Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 65–66; Rutledge, Imperial 
Inquisitions (above, n. 9) 310–313; with Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16; David, La 
faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 81 n. 38. The reward promised to slave informers was more 
than twice the Sullan bounty of 48,000 sesterces (two talents or 12,000 denarii). 

23  App. civ. 4,32; cf. 4,34; with Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 102–104. In 49, 
Caesar intervened in a dispute between debtors and moneylenders and decreed that no-one could 
hold more than 60,000 sesterces in silver or gold, but he resisted popular demands that rewards 
should be offered to slaves who informed against their masters. See Cass. Dio 41,38,3; this epi-
sode is noted by H. Kühne, Zur Teilnahme von Sklaven und Freigelassenen an den Bürgerkriegen 
der Freien im 1. Jahrhundert v.u.Z. in Rom, StudClas 4 (1962) 189–209, at 203 n. 7. 

24  Macr. Sat. 1,11,22; with Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 109. The episode dates 
to around 40 B.C. 

25  App. civ. 4,73; 4,81; with Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 107–108. In 44, a tithe 
had been promised to informers, after the Ides of March, in return for proof of embezzlement of 
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State manumission was not restricted to cases in which slaves acted as informers 
and offered denunciations. Both money and freedom are said to have been given to a 
local slave whose assistance enabled the Romans to capture Artena in 404.26 Accord-
ing to one of the foundation myths of the rites of Juno Caprotina on the Nones of July, 
slave women were granted their freedom along with dowries from the public purse for 
helping the Romans to a victory over the Latins in the aftermath of the Gallic sack: 
the slave women had volunteered to surrender themselves to the enemy, suitably dis-
guised, after the Latins had demanded Roman noblewomen as wives-cum-hostages; 
the ruse worked, and the slave women revelled with the Latins into the night before 
stealing their swords and giving the Romans the signal to attack.27 The period of the 
Second Punic War offers rather more reliable instances of public grants of freedom in 
return for services to the state. In 210, the state paid for the manumission of the thir-
teen slaves whose efforts had saved the Temple of Vesta from the fires allegedly 
started by Capuan arsonists.28 Manumission en masse was the reward for the slave 
soldiers who served with distinction under Ti. Sempronius Gracchus in 214. This 
episode, if Livy’s account can be trusted, also provides us with the earliest instance of 
bounty hunting in Roman history: the soldiers were initially told that they would 
receive their freedom only if they returned from the battle with the head of an enemy; 
the result was a frenzy of head-hunting followed by inertia as the best soldiers, hold-
ing severed heads in their right hands, withdrew from the fighting. Assurances were 
given that the brave would all receive their freedom, and orders were given for all 
soldiers to drop their trophies and re-engage with the enemy.29 Manumission was also 
promised by state actors, in the half-century of civil strife following the death of Ti. 

 
                  
public funds by Caesar; a double tithe was promised in 43 for proof of Antony’s involvement; 
slave informers are not mentioned. See App. civ. 3,54; noted by Mommsen, Strafrecht (above,  
n. 9) 505 n. 3; David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 81 n. 38.  

26  Liv. 4,61,6–10; noted by Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16; Schumacher, 
Servus Index (above, n. 4) 54 n. 52. 

27  Macr. Sat. 1,11,35–40; cf. Plut. Cam. 33,3–6; Rom. 29,4–9; noted by Schumacher, 
Servus Index (above, n. 4) 54 n. 52; Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16. The leader of the 
slave women climbed a wild fig tree (caprificus) holding a torch to signal to the Romans to 
attack. Only Macrobius mentions the public manumission. 

28  Liv. 26,27,4. 
29  Liv. 24,14–15; cf. 25,6; Val. Max. 5,6,8; Flor. epit. 1,22,30; Frontin. strat. 4,7,24; the 

manumission is noted by Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 54 n. 52; cf. Buckland, Slav-
ery (above, n. 9) 589 n. 16, 590 n. 1; N. Rouland, Les esclaves romains en temps de guerre 
(Collection Latomus 151), Brussels 1977, 51–54. The head-hunting is noted — along with an 
earlier episode in which ‘the physician who offered the head of Pyrrhus for sale’ was sent 
packing by the virtuous M’. Curius Dentatus in 275 (Flor. epit. 1,13,21) — by J.-L. Voisin, Les 
romains, chasseurs de têtes, in: École française de Rome (ed.), Du châtiment dans la cité. 
Supplices corporels et peine de mort dans le monde antique. Table ronde de Rome (9–11 
novembre 1982) (CEFR 79), Rome 1984, 241–293, at 263–266, 282–283. The battlefield head-
hunting of 214 is not classified by Voisin as an example of bounty hunting. It should be, in my 
view, because a reward of freedom, for a slave, is equivalent to a monetary reward for a free 
person. The historicity of the episode is a separate problem. 
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Gracchus in 133, in return for collaboration in acts of political violence. The clearest 
example is the Sullan hostis-declaration of 88. Its terms are not attested in full, but it 
is certain that slaves who betrayed their masters were promised their freedom and it 
may be that money was also promised.30 In the East, Mithridates recruited slaves as 
killers or informers with promises of freedom in the Asian Vespers of 88, and in this 
he followed an established Hellenistic practice.31 At Rome, the first attested example 
of bounty hunting in civil strife is the proclamation of a reward by the consul Opimius 
for the heads of Fulvius Flaccus and C. Gracchus in 121. It is known that the reward 
promised for each head was its weight in gold.32 But the proclamation is recorded 
only in brief, and it is not known if a reward was promised to slaves.33 The first exam-
ple of a slave assassin granted his freedom in connection with a political killing is a 
slave of Q. Croton called Scaeva who was manumitted for his role in the death of 
Saturninus in 100.34 But it is not known if he also received money, if he acted in re-

 
                  

30  Promise of freedom: Val. Max. 6,5,7; Liv. per. 77; Oros. 5,19,6; price on the head of 
Marius: Plut. Sull. 10,2. Schumacher (Servus Index [above, n. 4] 94) assumes that money was 
promised to slaves in addition to freedom; cf. A. Allély, La déclaration d’hostis de 88 et les 
douze hostes, REA 109 (2007) 175–206, at 194, for the excessively cautious assumption that 
only Marius and Sulpicius had a price on their heads. The fate of the slave who betrayed Sulpi-
cius is discussed below, n. 46. 

31  Asian Vespers: App. Mithr. 22. In Chios, a bounty was placed on the head of the rebel 
slave leader Drimakos, and slave bounty hunters were promised both money and freedom: 
Athen. 6,265d–266e; esp. 6,266b–c; noted by G. Glotz, Têtes mises à prix dans les cités grec-
ques, REA 9 (1907) 1–5, at 4; the episode is dated to the first half of the 3rd century by A. Fuks, 
Slave War and Slave Troubles in Chios in the Third Century B.C., Athenaeum 46 (1968) 102–
111, at 105–107. In the early 3rd century, Ilium passed a law to protect its democracy against 
tyranny and oligarchy. Conspirators were declared outlaws, and slave assassins were promised 
full civic rights and citizenship, a lifetime income of one drachma per day, and an immediate 
bounty of 30 minas (3,000 drachmas, or half a talent). See IK Ilion no. 25, ll. 29–36; cf. ll. 37–
39; with Glotz, Têtes mises à prix (above, this note) 4; P. Frisch, Die Inschriften von Ilion 
(Inschriften Griechischer Städte aus Kleinasien 3), Bonn 1975, 72–73. 

32  Payment in gold: Vell. 2,6,5; App. civ. 1,26; Flor. epit. 2,3,6; Aug. civ. 3,24; to 
Septimuleius of Anagnia: Cic. de orat. 2,269; Val. Max. 9,4,3; Plut. CG 17,4–5; Vir. ill. 65,6. 
The bounty is an obvious precedent for the Sullan proscriptions, noted for example by Hinard, 
Proscriptions (above, n. 5) 38. But one must also note that the targets of an SCU are not identi-
fied by name: see R. A. Bauman, The hostis declarations of 88 and 87 B.C., Athenaeum 51 
(1973) 270–292, at 274; Allély, La déclaration d’hostis (above, n. 30) 180–181. This means it 
is unlikely that the Opimian proclamation of a reward for the heads of Gracchus and Fulvius 
Flaccus was officially sanctioned.  

33  Proclamation: Val. Max. 9,4,3; Vell. 2,6,5; Plut. CG 17,4; cf. Aug. civ. 3,24. The sto-
ries of Gracchus’ death highlight the motif of the faithful slave who remained with him to the end: 
Vell. 2,6,6; App. civ. 1,26; Plut. CG 17,2–3; Oros. 5,12,8; Macr. Sat. 1,11,24; Vir. ill. 65,6. 

34  Cic. Rab. perd. 31. Saturninus was killed in the Forum (Plut. Mar. 30,5), specifically in 
the Senate House (Vell. 2,12,6; Vir. ill. 73,11), by a mob (App. civ. 1,32; Flor. epit. 2,4,6) of 
Roman knights (Oros. 5,17,9). One named individual is C. Rabirius, who is said to have taken 
possession of the tribune’s severed head (Vir. ill. 73,12; cf. Cic. Rab. perd. 26–31). I would 
suggest that Q. Croton was also part of the lynch mob and that it was a slave in his retinue who 
struck the fatal blow or perhaps the coup de grâce.  
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sponse to an official proclamation, or if he was the recipient of a state manumission. 
On the latter point, one must consider the possibility that he was freed by his own 
master in a private act of manumission.35 The evidence is limited, but there are several 
cases in the civil war violence of the Late Republic in which slaves were promised 
manumission by their masters or by leaders acting without the full authority of the 
state. In 87, Crassus was harboured by a friend in Spain who enlisted the assistance of 
one of his slaves with the twin promise of death or freedom. In 85, money and free-
dom were promised to a slave assassin sent by Fimbria on a failed mission to kill 
Sulla in Asia.36 In 43, the proscribed Virginius promised his slaves rewards greater 
than those offered for his death, and he was able to persuade them that he was more 
likely than the triumvirs to reward them and keep his word, while Sex. Pompey of-
fered double the official bounty to anyone, slave or free, who saved one of the pro-
scribed. In both cases it is known that slaves were offered more than the triumviral 
package of rewards, thus a promise of manumission can be taken for granted.37 Final-
ly, one must note that freedom could also be promised and granted to slaves in return 
for armed support in times of civil strife. There are important examples in the half-
century before the Sullan civil war, notably the open appeals to slaves attributed to C. 
Gracchus in 121, Saturninus in 100, and Marius in 88, and above all the mass mobili-
zation of slave soldiers recruited into the Marian ranks with promises of freedom in 
the civil war of 87.38 Parallels may be found in the final decades of the Republic.39 
There are also legendary examples in the historiography of the Early Republic. In 
494, Ap. Claudius is said to have proposed the manumission and mobilization of 

 
                  

35  The authorities chose to adopt the anonymous procedure of the SCU (cf. above, n. 32). 
In my view it is therefore best not to assume an official proclamation or a state manumission. A 
monetary reward is assumed by Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 54 n. 52. 

36  Plut. Crass. 4,4; App. Mithr. 59. Parallels may be found in Cicero’s pro Milone: 
Clodius is alleged to have placed a price on Milo’s head (Mil. 56) and Cato is said to have 
endorsed the principle that slaves who defend and save their master’s life deserve not just 
liberty but also generous rewards (Mil. 58). 

37  Virginius: App. civ. 4,48; Sextus Pompey: App. civ. 4,36; cf. Cass. Dio 47,12,3. 
Virginius alluded to the punishments sometimes inflicted on slaves who responded to official 
promises of rewards; further discussion below, n. 46. 

38  C. Gracchus in 121: App. civ. 1,26; Saturninus in 100: Val. Max. 8,6,2; Marius in 88: 
Val. Max. 8,6,2; App. civ. 1,58; 1,60; Plut. Sull. 9,14; Mar. 35,7; Marius in Etruria in 87: Plut. 
Mar. 41,3–4; Flor. epit. 2,21,11; cf. Oros. 5,19,19; 5,19,24; Plut. Mar. 43,4–5; 44,9–10; Sert. 
5,7; Cinna at Rome in 87: App. civ. 1,69; 1,74; Octavius, cos. 87, is said to have rejected ad-
vice to follow suit: Plut. Mar. 42,4. 

39  See Kühne, Teilnahme von Sklaven (above, n. 23); Rouland, Esclaves (above, n. 29) 
76–88; K.-W. Welwei, Unfreie im antiken Kriegsdienst III (Forschungen zur antiken Sklaverei 
21), Wiesbaden 1988, 115–159. In particular, see K. Welch, Sextus Pompeius and the Res 
Publica in 42–39 BC, in: A. Powell and K. Welch (eds.), Sextus Pompeius, London 2002, 31–
63, at 42–43, for discussion of the enlistment of slave rowers by Sextus Pompey and Octavian 
in the Sicilian War (Cass. Dio 48,49,1; Vell. 2,73,3); freedom was promised by Sextus (App. 
civ. 5,72; Cass. Dio 49,12,4) and granted by Octavian on two occasions (Suet. Aug. 16; Cass. 
Dio 49,1,5). 



 Rewards to Slaves in the Proscriptions of 82 B.C. 171 

personal slave retinues by the senatorial elite to crush the First Secession of the 
Plebs.40 In 500 and 460, freedom is said to have been promised to Rome’s urban slave 
population in the attempted coups of Tarquin the Proud and Ap. Herdonius.41 

Let us now return to the problem of the incentives offered to slaves in the edict 
and law of the Sullan proscriptions. It is the case that the sources make no mention of 
promises of freedom to slaves but it is not plausible to assume that none were made. 
There are numerous examples, examined in the previous sections, of manumission 
promised to slaves with or without money, but there are none in which money was 
promised without the prospect of freedom, nor are there instances in which it must be 
inferred that this was the case. There are no parallels, in other words, to support 
Hinard’s view that Sulla’s slave accomplices were promised money but not manumis-
sion. There is also a logical flaw in Hinard’s reconstruction which is revealed if one 
reflects on the relationship between the terms and the mechanics of the proscriptions. 
The proscribed were outlaws, and thus they were liable to be killed out of hand, with 
impunity and by anyone. As an added incentive there was a bounty on the heads of 
the proscribed, and this was reinforced by an explicit promise of immunity from pros-
ecution for anyone who killed one of the proscribed.42 The bounty was an obvious 
incentive: it was a large sum and it was an official reward paid out from the state 
treasury.43 But equal if not greater emphasis must be given to the promise of immu-
nity implied in the declaration of outlawry and made explicit in the terms of the pro-
scription edict and law: without this promise, no-one tempted by the bounty could 
entertain the illusion that he would be able to enjoy his ill-gotten profits in peace. The 
bounty was not a viable incentive without the promise of immunity, and without an 
official promise of manumission there was no guarantee of personal security for any 
slave who collaborated in the violence of the proscriptions. As confiscated property, 
slaves of the proscribed were released from all obligations to their masters.44 But they 
remained slaves and they were liable to be sold as state assets in the auctions of the 
property of the proscribed. So if there was no promise of manumission, the fate of a 
slave who ventured to kill his proscribed master was simply a renewal of the life of 
slavery under a new master.45 This was not an attractive outcome for a slave contem-
plating the ultimate gamble: first to turn against his master to face the short-term risk 

 
                  

40  Dion. Hal. ant. 6,63; with Rouland, Esclaves (above, n. 29) 53, 76. 
41  Tarquin: Dion. Hal. ant. 5,53; cf. Zon. 7,13 (with n. 13 above); Herdonius: Liv. 3,15–

19; esp. 3,15,9; 3,16,3; 3,17,2; Dion. Hal. ant. 10,14–16; esp. 10,14,3; 10,15,1; 10,15,5; cf. 
Flor. epit. 2,7,2; Oros. 2,12,5; Aug. civ. 3,17; Zon. 7,18.  

42  Proscription as outlawry: inferred by Mommsen, Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 938; immun-
ity: Sen. benef. 5,16,3; Suet. Iul. 11,2; Cass. Dio 30–35,109,13. 

43  Plut. Sull. 31,7; Cat. min. 17,5; Sen. dial. 1,3,8; cf. benef. 5,16,3; Vell. 2,28,3; Suet. Iul. 11,2.  
44  Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 94. 
45  Manumission provided an official release from servitude, hence it was preferable to 

flight or revolt: see Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 104–105. But if manumission was 
not on offer, flight was no doubt the best option for a disaffected slave seeking to exploit the 
upheavals of civil war to improve his lot and gain his freedom. 
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of failure and certain death, then to place himself at the mercy of a civil war leader 
who was also a member of Rome’s slave-owning elite and who, six years earlier, had 
carried out the exemplary execution of the one individual known to have responded to 
his appeal to slaves to kill or betray the twelve men he declared hostes after his march 
on Rome in 88.46 In 82, Sulla found that he needed to appeal to slaves to collaborate 
in acts of political violence for a second time. His promises had to seem credible, and 
logic dictates that the recruitment of slaves as bounty hunters, if it was to be effective, 
was dependent on a promise of manumission: without release from the institution of 
slavery they had no control over their futures, nor did they enjoy the right to possess 
wealth of their own. The bounty promised to slaves was a large sum but without a 
promise of freedom it was an empty gesture. Finally, one may note that the bounty 
could only be paid to the slave’s new master if he was not freed: a confiscated slave 
vested in the state until he received his freedom or a new master; in the interim he was 
a ‘slave without a master’ (res nullius or servus sine domino) to whom the payment of 
money was a legal impossibility.47 In conclusion, there can be no doubt that Sulla 
promised freedom to slaves in the proscriptions of 82, just as he did in the hostis-
declaration of 88. Manumission was a sine qua non.48 

Slave bounty hunters in the Sullan proscriptions received money in addition to 
their freedom. Plutarch tells us that the price on the heads of the proscribed was two 
talents and that it was paid out to anyone, ‘even if a slave should kill his master or a 
son his father’. This passage seems to suggest that all bounty hunters received the 
same amount, and several scholars are willing to accept that there was no differentia-
tion in the sums offered to slaves and citizens.49 In other periods manumission was 

 
                  

46  A slave of the tribune Sulpicius revealed his master’s hiding place in response to the 
Sullan hostis-declaration of 88: he received his freedom as his reward for acting as an informer 
but then he was precipitated from the Tarpeian Rock for the crime of betraying his master (Plut. 
Sull. 10,2; Val. Max. 6,5,7; Liv. per. 77; Oros. 5,19,6). It was an exemplary punishment and an 
attempt to calm the fears of Rome’s slave-holding elite by reasserting the principle that a mas-
ter’s life was inviolable. The arbitrary punishment of slave accomplices is also attested in the 
proscriptions of 43 (App. civ. 4,29; allusion by Virginius at civ. 4,48; cf. Cass. Dio 47,7,3; 
47,9,1). See Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 92–100; Nippel, Aufruhr und ‘Polizei’ 
(above, n. 13) 91. 

47  A slave could own or acquire nothing in his own right, and his control over his pecu-
lium was purely derivative. The peculium could not exist without both the existence and the 
intent of a master, hence a slave without a master could neither possess nor acquire any assets, 
even in a derivative capacity. See Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 133–137, 205, 275–277, cf. 
435 on the status of slaves confiscated and sold by the state.  

48  Slaves had no rights and no duties, thus it is possible to argue that manumission was the 
necessary reward for a slave whose services to the state (e.g. on the battlefield) were incompati-
ble with his legal status. See Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 3, 73. By extension manumission 
was the necessary reward for slave assassins whose proscribed masters had been defined as 
enemies of the state. I owe this line of argument to one of the anonymous readers. 

49  Plut. Sull. 31,7 (κἂν δοῦλος δεσπότην κἂν πατέρα υἱὸς ἀνέλῃ); two talents to slaves: 
Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 97; implied: Christ, Sulla (above, n. 6) 116; Fündling, 
Sulla (above, n. 5) 117. 
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given a notional value and ‘deducted’ from the standard bounty offered to free per-
sons. In 63, slave informers were promised half the bounty for free persons, and there 
was a similar ratio in the bounties offered to slaves and citizens in the proscriptions of 
43.50 In my view it is likely that Sulla also promised a half-bounty to slaves. Plutarch 
does not state this. Nor does he state that slaves were offered their freedom. But his 
focus is not on the bounty or slaves per se. His aim is to describe how the Sullan 
proscriptions broke the bonds of the family and assaulted the very fabric of society: 
brothers, sons, and parents were punished for assisting the proscribed, he states, and 
murder was rewarded with an official bounty that was paid even to slaves and to sons. 
He then describes how men were killed in their own houses, in the embrace of their 
wives, or in their mothers’ arms. Lucan offers a similar catalogue of societal collapse 
in the civil war violence of the Sullan proscriptions: slaves killed their masters, sons 
competed to kill their fathers, and brother killed brother. Both authors are rhetorically 
selective: they give emphasis to the bounty and condemn the fact that it was paid to 
sons and slaves, but they do not give examples nor do they offer more than an allusion 
to the precise terms of proscription. It should not be assumed that Plutarch’s testi-
mony on the value of the bounty is complete: the sum of two talents is mentioned as 
an aside in a passage which comments on the injustice and inhumanity of the pro-
scriptions and makes no reference to differences in the rewards paid to slaves and free 
persons.51 Slaves are not mentioned in Appian’s account of the Sullan proscriptions, 
but there is a reference in his narrative of the triumviral period to ‘all kinds of infamy 
perpetrated by wives and sons, freedmen and slaves’ in a speech in which Cassius 
condemns the proscriptions of 43 and alludes to the precedent of 82.52 Appian also 
highlights the slave-master relationship in a series of general statements on the expe-
rience of proscription. Men who had held high political office made tearful appeals 
for mercy at the feet of their own slaves before they were killed. Household slaves 
were ‘transformed from domestics into enemies, either from some concealed hatred, 
or to obtain published rewards, or to take possession of the gold and silver in their 
masters’ houses’. Loyal slaves were afraid of the penalties for assisting the pro-

 
                  

50  In 63, 100,000 and 200,000 sesterces: Sall. Catil. 30,6; in 43, 10,000 and 25,000 Attic 
drachmas, i.e. 40,000 and 100,000 sesterces: App. civ. 4,11. Slaves were half-persons and their 
freedom was considered half their reward: thus Schumacher, Servus Index (above, n. 4) 66 n. 
122. In 198, a free person, perhaps a Latin, received 100,000 asses, at this time the census 
rating for the prima classis at Rome, following the revolt at Setia; unusually, the two slave 
informers received their liberty and only 25,000 asses. See Liv. 32,26,14; with Briscoe, Livy 
XXXI–XXXIII (above, n. 19) 217; David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 84. 

51  Plut. Sull. 31,7–9; Lucan. 2,148–151; cf. Cass. Dio 30–35,109,19–20. The rhetorical 
character of Plut. Sull. 31,7 is rightly emphasized by T. Wiedemann, Servus Index [Review of 
L. Schumacher, Servus Index, Wiesbaden 1982], CR 35 (1985) 135–137, at 136. But he is 
wrong to assume that Plutarch only describes the de facto workings of the proscriptions and that 
the Sullan edict did not promise rewards to slaves who betrayed their masters. 

52  App. civ. 1,95; 4,95. On the loyalty of family members in 43, see App. civ. 4,15; 4,36; 
cf. Vell. 2,67,2. On loyal and disloyal slaves in 43, see App. civ. 4,19; 4,22–26; 4,29; 4,39;  
4,43–48; Cass. Dio 47,7,3; 47,9,1; 47,10,2–5; Val. Max. 6,8,5–7. 
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scribed, but some risked their lives and died with their masters.53 Appian, Plutarch, 
and Lucan each elaborate on the theme of ‘murder in the family’ and highlight the 
licence granted to slaves to kill their masters. In doing so, they offer a commentary on 
the intimacy of violence in the proscriptions. Sulla delegated the power to kill and 
granted immunity to anyone who killed one of the proscribed. It has to be assumed 
that many of his victims were killed by strangers motivated solely by the bounty.54 
But one should also assume that many were victims of personal enmities, political 
rivalries, or family feuds, and that they died at the hands of men who both knew them 
and had independent reasons to want them dead. Proscription was a licence to kill and 
a licence to murder.55 

Citizenship was the product of a public manumission. This is attested by Cicero, 
who states in his Pro Balbo that slaves who had performed signal services to the state 
were ‘often publicly presented with freedom, that is, with citizenship’.56 Sulla’s slave 
accomplices were rewarded with manumission, and it may be assumed that they were 
then granted citizenship and enrolled, like all freedmen, in one of the four urban 
tribes.57 The triumviral proscriptions introduced a subtle change. Appian states that 
the reward for a slave killer or informer was ‘his freedom, 10,000 Attic drachmas, and 
the citizenship of his master’. This means that they were manumitted, rewarded with 
money, and enrolled as citizens in the tribes of their former masters. It was a promise 
that slave accomplices would not automatically be enrolled as freedmen in the four 
urban tribes. Instead, they would be eligible for distribution in one of the more pres-
tigious thirty-one rural tribes.58 This represents an inflation of the rewards offered to 

 
                  

53  App. civ. 4,13–16. These comments introduce the narrative of the triumviral proscrip-
tions, but they are not specific to the events of 43. Appian’s aim is to compare the phenomenon 
of proscription with the violence of civil strife and warfare, and in his final remarks he notes 
that similar events took place under Sulla (and Marius). 

54  Seneca makes the claim that potential bounty hunters were to be found in any crowd of 
‘ordinary’ Romans who assembled to vote at elections or attend the games: ‘for a slight reward 
any one of them can be led to compass the destruction of another’ (dial. 4,8,2). There is a more 
obvious social bias in Nepos’ reference to the vulgus acting as bounty hunters in the proscrip-
tions of 43 (Att. 11,1). 

55  Private enmity and greed in Sullan violence: Oros. 5,21,1; Plut. Sull. 31,1; 31,10–12; 
Cass. Dio 30–35,109,9–10; Lucan. 2,145–146; Sall. Catil. 51,32–34; in 87: App. civ. 1,73; in 
43: App. civ. 4,5. On the ‘intimacy’ of civil war violence, see Kalyvas, Logic of Violence 
(above, n. 17) 330–336. 

56  Cic. Balb. 24 (persaepe libertate, id est civitate, publice donari); noted by Mommsen, 
Strafrecht (above, n. 9) 506 n. 3; Buckland, Slavery (above, n. 9) 439, 590; Schumacher, Servus 
Index (above, n. 4) 54; in general, cf. David, La faute et l’abandon (above, n. 9) 84. 

57  There were failed attempts in 88, 66, and 58 to change the rule that restricted freedmen 
to the four urban tribes. See Treggiari, Roman Freedmen (above, n. 11) 49–51; L. Canfora, 
Proscrizioni e dissesto sociale nella repubblica Romana, Klio 62 (1980) 425–437, at 433. 

58  App. civ. 4,11. See Canfora, Proscrizioni e dissesto sociale (above, n. 57) 433; 
accepted by Hinard, Proscriptions (above, n. 5) 235 with n. 32. In exceptional circumstances, 
Octavian was even prepared to elevate freedmen to the equestrian order: Menas/Menodorus for 
defecting from Sextus Pompey and surrendering Sardinia with its army and fleet (App. civ. 
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slaves in 82. It is known furthermore that all triumviral bounty hunters were promised 
anonymity in addition to immunity. In 82, names had been recorded in the treasury 
accounts and this evidence was used as the basis for a series of corruption and murder 
trials conducted by Cato and Caesar in 64. The triumvirs learned from this experience 
and issued a proclamation promising that they would record no names.59 

My aim in this article has been to examine a detail of the Sullan proscriptions and 
to correct a mistake in Hinard’s monograph. More generally, it has been my aim to 
place the recruitment of slave accomplices in the proscriptions of 82 within the 
broader context of state manumission in the Roman Republic. It is useful to make 
comparisons with the triumviral proscriptions and to note the evolution from 82 to 43: 
the bounty was higher and bounty hunters were guaranteed anonymity in addition to 
immunity; there was also a promise not to confine freed slaves to the four urban 
tribes. But one must note that no change was made to the general framework: slaves 
were offered freedom, citizenship, and money in both 82 and 43. One must also re-
flect on the period before 82. Precedents for the incentives offered to slaves in the 
proscriptions may be found in the terms of the Sullan hostis-declaration of 88, and in 
the military manumissions of slaves recruited by Marius and Cinna in the civil war of 
87. The first slave assassin is attested in 100, and the first promise of manumission in 
return for head-hunting is said to have been made, by an ancestor of the Gracchi, on 
the battlefields of the Second Punic War. Money and freedom were the rewards 
granted to the informers who betrayed the slave conspiracies of 217 and 198, and in 
210 the Senate issued a proclamation promising freedom to slaves in return for infor-
mation leading to the arrest of arsonists who had set fire to the Forum. On this occa-
sion slaves were invited to supply denunciations which, if verified, would inevitably 
lead to the death sentence. It was an invitation to slaves to kill their masters by proxy, 
and thus it prefigures the Sullan appeals to slaves to collaborate in the manhunts of 88 
and 82. Proscription was a package of measures invented by Sulla and modified by 
the triumvirs. But not everything changed in 43, and not everything was new in 82.60 

School of Classics  Alexander Thein 
University College Dublin 
Belfield, Dublin 4, Ireland 
alexander.thein@ucd.ie 

 
                  
5,80; Suet. Aug. 74; Cass. Dio 48,45,5–7) and Philopoemen for helping Tanusia to conceal and 
save her proscribed husband T. Vinius (Cass. Dio 47,7,4); these episodes are noted by Welch, 
Sextus Pompeius (above, n. 39) 42. 

59  Anonymity in 43: App. civ. 4,11; Cass. Dio 47,6,4; trials of 64: Suet. Iul. 11,2; Plut. 
Cat. min. 17,4–5; Cass. Dio 37,10,2; 47,6,4; with Hinard, Proscriptions (above, n. 5) 38–39, 
83–84, 204–207, 233. It was already noted by Cassius Dio (loc. cit.) that the triumviral promise 
of anonymity was made in response to the trials of the Sullan bounty hunters in 64. 

60  I am grateful to the editors for accepting this article, to the anonymous readers for their 
comments, and to Theresa Urbainczyk for reading an earlier draft. 
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