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The last few years have seen a growing interest in the urbanism of the Greek and Roman 

world.1 This has led to a consensus of sorts about some of its vital statistics, such as the 
sizes of the populations of the most important settlements and the size of the overall urban 
population, the urbanization rate (i.e., the share of individuals that lived in urban, rather 
than rural, contexts), and the total population.2 A good example comes from W. Scheidel 
in the Cambridge economic history of the Greco-Roman world.3 According to him, it is likely 
that c.1.5 million people lived in the 5 largest cities of the Greco-Roman world by the 2nd 
c. A.D. These included Rome, which is usually agreed to have had a population of about
1 million; Alexandria, which might have had c.500,000; Antioch, which could have had at
least 150,000; and Carthage and Ephesus (Scheidel does not give explicit figures for those).
Although there must have been a few more cities of about the same size, most of the rest
were reasonably small with on average no more than a few thousand inhabitants.4 Accord-
ingly, Scheidel suggests that the overall urban population of the Greco-Roman world was
between 7 and 9 million, and that the urbanization rate would have to have been between
10% and 15% to agree with his estimate for the total population of between 59 and 72
million.5 

Although the bare outlines of this summary are almost certainly correct, there is sur-
prisingly little evidence for many of these statements.6 There is relatively good evidence 
for the estimates for Rome, Alexandria and perhaps Antioch, but there is little information 
about the rest of the settlements. As a result, it has been virtually impossible to discuss 
the size of most settlements and the size of the overall urban population, the urbanization 
rate or the total population with much confidence. Here we will review earlier attempts 
to estimate the populations of ancient settlements based on various forms of textual and 
archaeological evidence and summarise more recent attempts to estimate the populations 
of such settlements by measuring their inhabited areas and multiplying these by ranges of 
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