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In documents from Roman Egypt the emperor Lucius Aurelius Verus (AD 161–169)1 appears 
obviously as co-regent of Marcus Aurelius and is mentioned only together with Marcus 
Aurelius. In Greek papyri a frequent formula reads: Αὐτοκράτωρ Καῖσαρ Μάρκος Αὐρήλιος 
Ἀντωνῖνος Σεβαστὸς καὶ Αὐτοκράτωρ Καῖσαρ Λούκιος Αὐρήλιος Οὐῆρος Σεβαστός.2

The occurrence of Lucius Verus is rare in Egyptian texts. As far as the Egyptian 
hieroglyphic inscriptions are considered, J. von Beckerath quotes only the examples from 
R. Lepsius’ Denkmäler.3 The name of Lucius Verus occurs as: 

       Rwky Awrry wr-aA anx-Dt.

The names printed in the Denkmäler were copied from three cartouches which are situ-
ated on the southern wall in a small western temple of Marcus Aurelius at Philae, in a row 
together with the cartouches of Marcus Aurelius, with two preserved cartouches containing 
the titles Αὐτοκράτωρ Καῖσαρ: Awtkrtr Ksrs. Above these cartouches of Marcus Aurelius 
and Lucius Verus there is a fragment of a Greek inscription with a date (Pharmouthi 30 
of an unknown year) referring to the joint rulers: ] κυρίων  Αὐτοκρατόρων Φαρμοῦθι
λ ἐπ΄ ἀγαθῷ.

New instances of the name of Lucius Verus are available now in the publication by 
J. Hallof.4 They came from Kom Ombo and Philae. The inscriptions can be found in the 
main temple of Kom Ombo and in the gate of Hadrian at Philae.

Only one of these cartouches, however, contains a complete transcription of Lucius 
Aurelius as Rwky Awrry.5 

In two instances from Kom Ombo we have only Aurelius written Arwys, with an 
accompanying epithet.6 In two further items from Philae only the epithets accompanying 
the lost nomen are preserved.

As we can see, the entire published evidence is rather scarce.
The essential part of it is the hieroglyhic transcription of the name Lucius Aurelius 

Verus as Rwky Awrry wr-aA. It is no wonder that Lucius is transcribed as Rwky, although 
other variants are thinkable as well. The basis for the hieroglyphic version was no doubt 
the Greek form Λούκιος, which already at that time could in the spoken language be 
pronounced almost as Louki(s).

1 For Lucius Verus and his times see A.R. BIRLEY, Hadrian to the Antonines, [in:] A.K. Bowman et al. (Eds), 
The Cambridge Ancient History XI, The High Empire, A.D. 70–192, Cambridge 20002 [= CAH XI], pp. 156–
169; cf. O. SCHIPP, Die Adoptivkaiser: Nerva, Trajan, Hadrian, Antoninus Pius, Mark Aurel, Lucius Verus und 
Commodus, Darmstadt 2011.

2 P. BURETH, Les titulatures impériales dans les papyrus, les ostraca et les inscriptions d’Égypte (30 a.C.–
284 p.C.), Bruxelles 1964 [= Titulatures impériales], p. 80.

3 J. VON BECKERATH, Handbuch der ägyptischen Königsnamen, MÄS 49, Mainz a/Rhein 19992 [= Königs-
namen], No. 16a, pp. 262f.; LD Text IV, 142.

4 J. HALLOF, Schreibungen der Pharaonennamen in den Ritualszenen der Tempel der griechisch-römischen 
Zeit Ägyptens. Teil 2: Die römischen Kaiser, Dettelbach 2010 [= Schreibungen], p. 155.

5 Ibid., p. 155, LU/T.2 (Philae, Hadrian’s gate).
6 Ibid., LU/E. 1 and E.2.
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Awrry is to be read Auriri i.e. Aurili(s) for Αὐρήλιος. The writing Awrry is obviously 
intended to produce a more handsome shape of the name, appropriate for a royal cartouche. 
This is particularly well visible in the example reproduced by R. Lepsius. The notorious 
priority for aesthetic appearance of royal names was not always respected in the Roman 
period. In the given case the hieroglyphic rendering of the name reproduces almost exactly 
the popular pronunciation of the second century AD, the gentilicium Αὐρήλιος being at that 
time pronounced approximately as Aurili(s).

The writing Arwys which occurs in Kom Ombo is a misspelling, since the metathesis 
occurs without a real necessity. A correct version Awrys for Aurēlios (with the fi nal ‘s’) can 
be found in other known instances of Aurelius in hieroglyphs, for example in a cartouche 
of Commodus.7

The epithet wr-aA anx-Dt in its fi rst part wr-aA is intended to reproduce the cognomen 
Verus. wr-aA which is an approximate phonetic equivalent of Οὐῆρος, has also an obvious 
Egyptian meaning, especially eloquent if combined with the following epithet anx-Dt. Two 
cartouches from Philae go on and produce anx-Dt mry-Ast.8 

Interestingly enough, in these latter two cartouches only the aforementioned epithet 
remains. The nomen of the emperor disappeared. It might be a result of a deliberate erasure. 
However, there was no damnatio memoriae of Lucius Verus. After his death (at the end 
of AD 168 or in January AD 169) Verus was deifi ed.9 If the damage to the text was done 
deliberately, it is possible that the destruction of the name in these instances was erroneous. 
It could be a consequence of the damnatio memoriae of Commodus, who equally was 
a Lucius Aurelius, although in most dating formulas of the Greek papyri and in the Egyptian 
hieroglyphic evidence, he occurs as Marcus Aurelius.10 If our hypothesis is correct, the 
mistaken erasure of the name of Lucius Verus would be an evidence of a careless reading 
of hieroglyphs in the early AD 193, and of a hasty execution of an offi cial order to erase 
the name of the condemned emperor.

While the gentilicium Aurelius appears in many instances of the Antonine and Severan 
cartouches, Lucius is a genuine rarity, which seems to occur only in the name of Marcus 
Aurelius’ co-regent. In actual fact, however, it could also appear not only in the name of 
Commodus, but also of Septimius Severus.11

The common Roman praenomen Lucius written by an Egyptian temple scribe of the 
second century AD, resembles the word which in the hieroglyphs appeared already in 
the second millennium BC for writing the name of a ‘Sea People’, Rk (Lkk), the Luka.12 

7 BECKERATH, Königsnamen, No. 17 (Commodus), pp. 262f.
8 HALLOF, Schreibungen, LU/E.3 and E.4.
9 CAH XI, p. 169.
10 BECKERATH, Königsnamen, No. 17, pp. 262f.
11 BURETH, Titulatures impériales, pp. 87–101.
12 For instances of Rk (Lkk) see e.g. R. HANNIG, P. VOMBERG, Wortschatz der Pharaonen in Sachgruppen, 

Hannig Lexicon 2, Mainz a/Rhein 1999, p. 245; R. HANNIG, Die Sprache der Pharaonen. Großes Handwörter-
buch Deutsch-Ägyptisch (288–950 v.Chr.), Mainz a/Rhein 2000, p. 818. Cf. R. STADELMANN, s.v. Seevölker, 
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That accidental association of the writing of an imperial name with the long forgotten tribe 
of Luka seems irrelevant, but it may indirectly contribute to an alternative etymology of 
his Latin praenomen. 

Lucius, in old Latin Loucios, was often (especially in the earlier period) rendered in 
Greek as Λεύκιος (apparently from the adjective λευκός, ‘white’). The etymology of Lucius 
known to the Romans indicates that the bearer of the name was born at dawn, at the fi rst 
light (lux) of the day.13 Another etymology is also mentioned: a lucumonibus Etruscis.14 It 
is noteworthy that this praenomen was not in use in the gens Claudia.15 

Especially the interpretation of Lucius as derived from lux (whence perhaps also the 
play with the Greek word for white, λευκός) seems to be convincing, since it has a parallel 
in a similar praenomen Manius, from mane, ‘morning’.

However, Lucius was not only a praenomen. It was also a nomen gentile.16 It is not 
compelling to suppose that the gentilicium has the same origin as the popular praenomen. 
Even if the praenomen actually comes from lux, the gentilicium must not.

Thus, we entered the nebulous fi eld of the etymology of Latin proper names. 
It is not impossible that the true etymology of the gentilicium Lucius may be connected 

with the ethnic name Luka.17 It should be reminded that the legendary eponym of the 
Lucans of southern Italy was one Lucilius.18 

The sea people of Luka is connected with Lycia in Asia Minor. The Roman tradition 
insists on the origin of the Romans from Asia Minor. The same concerns the Etruscans 
who reportedly came from Lydia.19

Lucius is not only a praenomen and a gentilicium but also a Latin cognomen.20 A number 
of gentilicia derive from the same root: Luccius, Lucilius, Lucceius, Lucatius etc. The 
etymology of the Latin nomen gentile Lucius et sim. may point to the actual (and not 
only fabulous) origin of the Lucans of pre-classical Italy. It seems that also place names 
including λευκός/λευκή, (e.g. λευκή Κώμη, etc.) should be re-examined, since some of 
them must not be an allusion to the white sand of a beach but a trace of the passage of the 
wandering people of Luka.21

LÄ V, 814–822 (Lukka: 815); W. HELCK, Die Beziehungen Ägyptens und Vorderasiens zur Ägäis bis ins 7. Jh. 
v. Chr., Erträge der Forschung 120, Darmstadt 1979, pp. 33–35, 132f.

13 Varro, L. Lat. V 60; Fest. ep. 119.
14 Auct., De praen. 5; cf. Dionys. III 48.2; Cic., Rep. II 35.
15 Suet., Tib. 1.2.
16 H. SOLIN, O. SOLOMIES, Repertorium nominum gentilium et cognominum Latinorum, Hildesheim-Zurich-

New York 1988 [= Repertorium], p. 107.
17 For the name of the Lycians or Termiloi see Hdt VII 92.
18 Fest. ep. 119.
19 Hdt I 94. Also according to Festus Etrusca gens orta est Sardibus ex Lydia. Cf. D. BRIQUEL, L’origine 

lydienne des Étrusques. Histoire de la doctrine dans l’Antiquité, CEFR 139, Roma 1991.
20 SOLIN, SOLOMIES, Repertorium, p. 354.
21 For Lycians in the Classical and Hellenistic period cf. M.D. GYGAX, Untersuchungen zu den lykischen 

Gemeinswesen in klassischer und hellenistischer Zeit, Bonn 2001.
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Interestingly enough, also the name (or nickname?) of the apostle Λουκᾶς shows 
a similar origin. It does not seem to be a mere deformation of a Latin name,22 but may 
be a direct indication of an (ancestral?) origin connected with Lycia.

Until the contrary is proven, it seems suitable to reconsider of the usual etymology of 
Lucius and Lucas. If that hypothesis is correct, it would be also reasonable to reconsider 
the problem of all foreign peoples – allegedly or truly – invading Italy at the end of the 
second millennium BC. At present, archaeologists and historians tend to avoid that delicate 
matter. The ancient tales of the foreign origin of the peoples of Italy are usually rejected 
as mythical. Especially the presence of the Pelasgians in Italy, reported by ancient authors, 
is universally dismissed. We must not agree with the qualifi cation of the origins of the 
Romans and other Italiotae from Asia Minor as a myth. The question of the Pelasgians 
(= Prst?) in Italy which is commonly interpreted as mythical and labelled as a topos of 
a non-historical mythology,23 requires a reconsideration. The contents of the sources should 
be at the fi rst approach taken literally, until a decisive evidence contradicts the statement 
of the ancient authors.
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22 B. HEMELSOET, W. BAIER, s.v. Lukas, [in:] H. Haag (Ed.), Bibel-Lexikon, Leipzig 1973, 1065: Kurzform 
von Lukanos [Volk in Unteritalien] und wahrscheinlich von Luzius.

23 Cf. D. BRIQUEL, Les Pélasges en Italie. Recherches sur l’histoire de la légende, BEFAR 252, Rome 1984, 
passim.




