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1

Introduction

Globalization and the Nation State

When the fruits of the Industrial Revolution began to be reaped in the course of the nineteenth century, a period of rapid economic expansion followed. Steamships and trains improved transportation, machines allowed for the mass production of goods, and the telegraph and telephone sped up communication. Global markets for commodities and manufactured goods alike became increasingly interconnected. This growing connectivity benefited from the fact that the world’s nations were cosmopolitan in a way unthinkable now, operating almost entirely without ID requirements, visas or other crossborder restrictions. In addition, this was a time of economic development largely unchecked by labor laws, unions or social safety nets. Finally, it was the height of European imperialism, with about half the planet’s populated surface governed by some form of imperial or colonial rule. The result of this potent technological, economic and political mix would be the so-called first global economy, already established by the 1870s.1 In a famous passage in The Economic Consequences of the Peace, John Maynard Keynes lauded this “extraordinary episode in the economic progress of man”:

The inhabitant of London could order by telephone, sipping his morning tea in bed, the various products of the whole earth, in such quantity as he might see fit, and reasonably expect their early delivery upon his doorstep. … He could secure forthwith, if he wished it, cheap and comfortable means of transit to any country or climate without passport or other formality … and could then proceed abroad to foreign quarters, without knowledge of their religion, language, or customs, bearing coined wealth upon his person, and would consider himself greatly aggrieved and much surprised at the least interference. But, most important of all, he regarded this state of affairs as normal, certain, and permanent.2


The outbreak of war on July 28, 1914, revealed that the first global economy had been none of those things. “The projects and politics of militarism and imperialism, of racial and cultural rivalries, of monopolies, restrictions, and exclusion” were to play “the serpent to this paradise,” Keynes wrote. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 and the Great Depression of the 1930s finished off what was left of the first global economy. How paradisiacal it had all been much depended on whom you asked, I suppose. But in any case, an “extraordinary episode” it undeniably was.

After the Great Depression, World War II prevented economic globalization from reemerging. The process only began shifting gears again in the early 1950s, speeding up significantly after the 1970s following market deregulation and liberalization. The collapse of the Soviet Union reopened Russia and Eastern Europe to foreign investment, and by the turn of the century large emerging economies had firmly joined the global capitalist mainstream, most notably China. With these developments the world had entered a new phase of ever deepening and accelerating interconnectedness, the “second global economy.”3

But now a backlash against this seemingly unstoppable process is underway, almost exactly a century after World War I brought the first global economy to a violent halt. Among electorates in many Western democracies there is a growing sense that the payoffs of globalization have been too disappointing for too many, the burdens too unevenly distributed, the benefits too unequally shared. In the political and public discourse the question is increasingly being asked if globalization “works for everyone,” indeed if it is even capable of working for everyone. The merits of heightened trade barriers, curbed migration and strengthened borders or, in the case of the European Union, restored borders are discussed in a way that they have not been in decades. Nation-states have always exerted a strong influence over people’s sense of collective identity and economic self-determination. But that influence is growing again after a long period in which supranational organizations enjoyed broad and almost unquestioned support.

The sour mood gripping many societies at the moment seems largely to be expressed in a nihilistic desire to demolish the status quo, seen by large numbers of citizens as rigged against them. In Age of Anger, Pankaj Mishra has attempted to capture what is driving the current destructive temper. He notes that in the recent past, the shocks of modernity were “absorbed by inherited social structures of family and community, and the state’s welfare cushions,” whereas now “individuals are directly exposed to them in an age of accelerating competition on uneven playing fields, where it is easy to feel that there is no such thing as either society or state, and that there is only a war of all against all.” The results are not pretty: “An existential resentment of other people’s being, caused by an intense mix of envy and sense of humiliation and powerlessness … is presently making for a global turn to authoritarianism and toxic forms of chauvinism.”4

If nativist sentiments and zero-sum thinking are on the rise, industrialscale, interstate warfare of the kind that marred the twentieth century still seems only a remote possibility. All the same, the period of political turbulence we live in might see the end of the second global economy. Some of its pillars are being chipped away while others are being openly questioned, a slow erosion with an uncertain outcome. Developments are too young for predictions yet, and they are likely to remain so for some time to come. But one way or the other, changes are afoot in how the world economy is governed. The coming years will teach us to what degree national governments, under pressure from electorates demanding a retreat from globalization, will dismantle the interconnected economic world order constructed after World War II.

I note these things here because this book will be devoted to the role of states in the economic development of the ancient Mediterranean. State ideology, economic migration, commercial connectivity and social trust will be recurring themes, and just as I was writing about these matters the intensity of the current political discourse was reaching new heights. Of course as I deal with the ancient world, the states to be discussed were not nation-states with flags, passports and national anthems. Moreover, the ancient world was premodern in nature and did not have the benefits of mechanized transportation and lightning-fast communication that the Industrial Revolution would bring. The primary sector always remained the bedrock of the economy and overall output always remained low by modern standards.

Yet if the rise of the Greco-Roman world was not comparable to the first, let alone the second global economy, an “extraordinary episode in the economic progress of man” it was also. How much so is visible in long-term data suggesting that economic activity reached levels not seen again until the high Middle Ages or the start of the Early-Modern Period. The data also suggest that ancient economies in the aggregate followed a trend of growth and decline, an observation that is central to the discussion in this book.

The Mediterranean Economy in the Long Run

In the bar chart below (fig. 1.1), we see the number of known Mediterranean shipwrecks dated 1500 BCE–1500 CE, broken down by half century.5 Not every ship type is equally visible. Wooden hulls have mostly disintegrated, leaving behind only nonperishable material such as tiles, bricks, blocks of stone and marble, but most of all ceramic containers. We are therefore seeing predominantly transport vessels, not warships.6
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Fig. 1.1. Mediterranean shipwrecks by half-century. Image courtesy of Andrew Wilson.


This chart is not as straightforward to read as it might appear, as both Andrew Wilson and Michael McCormick have emphasized.7 For one thing, ships that carried perishable cargoes such as grain, timber and textiles have all but vanished from the seafloor. Secondly, in Roman times wooden barrels began to be used alongside the traditional ceramic amphorae, making a larger percentage of shipwrecks invisible archaeologically. Wilson argues that this change in large part accounts for the remarkable drop in the bars from the first to the second century CE. But incomplete data may also explain that effect, perhaps more so than a shift from amphorae to barrels. Recent work by McCormick on new shipwreck discoveries shows that the decline from the second to the eighth century CE was much more gradual than figure 1.1 would suggest.8

What matters for my purposes is the trend line ca. 700 BCE–ca. 700 CE, the shape of which is increasingly being confirmed by new data. Much scholarly work has focused on the Roman-era high point. In earlier representations of the dataset it appeared in the late-republican period, but it has now shifted to the time of the early empire with Wilson’s incorporation of new finds and his more sophisticated data-processing methodology. To explain the imperial-era peak, Philip Kay in Rome’s Economic Revolution concentrated on the phase just preceding it. He notes that the late second and early first centuries BCE show a significant rise, a phenomenon he attributes to the development of finance during the later Roman republic.9 But he largely limits his discussion to that timeframe. He acknowledges that “Rome acquired control over developed trade and communication networks throughout the Mediterranean” and that “some of the economic developments which we see in the second century represent the continuation of processes that had begun earlier, under the influence of contact with the Hellenistic world.”10 But he does not assign those older processes any particular significance in his explanatory model. Instead, he points to Roman-era monetary flows as the main driver of economic change:

During the second century [BCE], increased inflows of bullion combined with the contemporaneous expansion of the availability of credit to produce a large increase in monetary liquidity. This in turn resulted in a major upward inflection in Roman economic activity and the creation both of a more complex system of production and distribution and of an enormous material culture that was to reach its height under the Principate.11

These multiplier effects could occur because large sections of the Mediterranean economy were still operating without coinage when the Roman increase in monetary liquidity began. In Kay’s estimate, Italy’s monetization level rose from 39 to 68 percent between 150 and 50 BCE, and levels are likely to have risen also elsewhere. Rather than produce inflation, as standard economic theory would predict, the expansion of the money supply therefore fueled economic activity. It increased the size and degree of commercialization of the nonagrarian sector and stimulated overseas trade.12 Kay’s observations and explanations coincide with those of David Hollander. Several years earlier in Money in the Late Roman Republic, Hollander had already concluded that the “expansion of Roman banking and the creation of business networks throughout the Mediterranean in the late Republic were the two primary developments allowing for the growth of trade.”13

Kay’s and Hollander’s analyses seem compelling to me. However, they do not explain what in my view is the most remarkable aspect of the shipwreck graph, namely the steady climb starting around 700 BCE, to which Rome initially contributed nothing. The Romans were not a maritime people in the Iron Age, and when for military reasons they finally began plying the seas late in the fourth century BCE, this was only a limited phenomenon. In the subsequent century they were still entirely absorbed by warfare on the Italian peninsula and Sicily.14 Roman long-distance trade supported by advanced financial institutions would become a significant factor in the Mediterranean from the mid-second century BCE onward. But the smooth climb of the trend line centuries beforehand suggests that what was happening then continued a process initiated earlier.

The shipwreck graph is not the only image telling us to extend our gaze backward beyond the time of the Roman republic. Another image doing so is presented by figure 1.2. It shows the data on levels of Pb (lead) pollution obtained by coring the Greenland ice sheet.15 The mining of the metal itself released substantial amounts into the atmosphere, but the Pb pollution we see in figure 1.2 was caused mainly by the extraction of silver. Airborne particles were carried to Greenland by a strong south-to-north atmospheric transport, were captured by snowfall and then trapped in the compacted strata of ice. Research on the stable isotope signatures of the lead in the ice cores has shown a heavy contribution from silver mines in the Spanish Rio Tinto region.16 Future analyses promise to give us a much more detailed picture of the geographical source distribution, especially as the study of anthropogenic lead pollution in lake sediments and peat bogs in Spain, Sweden, Britain and Switzerland is also intensifying.17

The data on atmospheric Pb pollution have a clear significance for ancient economic history, especially in their relation to silver mining. From early on in Mediterranean history, silver was extracted to manufacture decorative ornaments and to produce bullion. Moreover, from the mid-sixth century BCE onward it was used to mint coins.18 Pollution levels can thus be taken as a proxy variable for economic activity.19 However, as is the case with the shipwreck graph, the picture presented by the Pb pollution data is not free of interpretation problems, as Hannah Friedman cautions.20 A shift from silver to gold in minting new coins might, for instance, have produced a drop in the trend line not necessarily indicative of a decline in economic activity. Friedman also notes that because of the prevailing winds in the troposphere, the sample of Pb pollution in the Greenland ice sheet may not be representative of all silver mining occurring in the ancient world. Some production areas such as the Rio Tinto may be overrepresented, while others such as the Kosmaj (Serbia) may be underrepresented. But problems of sample collection and interpretation notwithstanding, the value of the data as a general gauge of long-term economic development is not in doubt.
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Fig. 1.2. Atmospheric lead pollution in the Greenland ice sheet.

Image courtesy of François de Callataÿ.


Figure 1.2 shows some notable differences from figure 1.1. The Pb diagram follows a jagged trajectory, the result mainly of a paucity of data points.21 But most conspicuous is the sustained rise after the late-antique or early-medieval low point, a rise not seen in the shipwreck graph. The latter effect should be attributed to the decreased visibility of wrecks due to a shift from amphorae to wooden barrels, which was all but complete in the Middle Ages.22 But despite these differences, two entirely different datasets display comparable trend lines and seem to tell a broadly similar story ca. 700 BCE–ca. 700 CE. If the data reflect general, long-term economic developments, as they seem to, then the question of what those might have been is highly pertinent.


One long-term process largely agreeing with the image in both graphs is demographic growth and decline. The end of the Bronze Age saw a massive population contraction in Greece, but from the late second millennium BCE onward there was steady, aggregate demographic growth around the Mediterranean. From the available data, Walter Scheidel concluded that with all due caution,

we may assume that between the twelfth century BC and the second century AD, the population of the part of Europe that was eventually taken over by the Roman empire approximately quadrupled in size, at a long-term average annual growth rate of around 0.1 percent. … After the depression of population numbers following the disintegration of the western and much of the eastern Roman empire in the fifth and sixth centuries, the formerly Roman part of Europe (with the exception of Greece) generally re-attained peak Roman population levels by the twelfth or thirteenth centuries, and after another slump caused by the Black Death consistently exceeded them from the mid-fifteenth century onwards.23

An increase in population size generated rising levels of consumption and production and thus at least aggregate economic growth. Whether certain areas and periods also experienced per capita growth is an open question, although a large and growing number of scholars, including Scheidel, argue that the answer should be yes.24 But one way or the other, demography only partially explains long-term economic trends. As Willem Jongman has pointed out, shipping and metal extraction “had obviously increased by much more than could be expected from just population growth. Similarly, decline was much steeper than could be expected from just demographic contraction.”25

State Formation and the Mediterranean Economy

Another phenomenon was also occurring: the trend lines in both graphs broadly track the formation, growth and disintegration of Mediterranean states. The period between ca. 700 BCE and ca. 50 CE witnessed a process of pronounced state consolidation. After the collapse of the Aegean Bronze-Age societies around 1200 BCE, city-states formed during the Iron Age in the eastern and central Mediterranean.26 During the late sixth and early fifth centuries BCE, the Achaemenid empire reached its maximum extent, tying together the East Mediterranean from Egypt to Thrace.27 Its retreat and conquest by Alexander in the second half of the fourth century BCE resulted in the emergence of three large kingdoms. Those would in turn all fall to Rome, which had meanwhile steadily been consolidating its hold on the Italian peninsula.28 In the west as well, a city-state, Carthage, was on the rise. Between the sixth and third centuries BCE it would bring Sardinia, Sicily, Corsica and large parts of North Africa and Spain under its control, in effect building an overseas empire.29 Just as the Hellenistic kingdoms, it would ultimately be defeated and taken over by Rome.

This process of ongoing territorial unification in the west, center and east would culminate in the emergence of the largest state the ancient Mediterranean would ever know: the Roman empire. After its disintegration, state formation occurred again in the early Middle Ages, a process that would grow stronger especially after ca. 1000 CE, and that continued into the Early-Modern Period with the birth of the European nation-state.30

A knotty problem needs to be addressed at this point in the discussion. There are “as many definitions of the state as there are social theorists.”31 The Roman empire and the Hellenistic kingdoms may be clear-cut cases, but especially for earlier societies the question of what counts as a state is not an easy one to answer. Chris Wickham was confronted with the same problem in his study of the early Middle Ages ca. 400 CE to ca. 800 CE with its many emerging states and statelets. As a solution he offered a set of five parameters to conceptualize an “ideal type” of the state:

the centralization of legitimate enforceable authority (justice and the army); the specialization of governmental roles, with an official hierarchy which outlasted the people who held official position at any one time; the concept of a public power, that is, of a ruling system ideologically separable from the ruled population and from the individual rulers themselves; independent and stable resources for rulers; and a class-based system of surplus extraction and stratification.32

No definition of the state will satisfy everyone, and Wickham’s as well has its drawbacks. For one thing, it does not include control over a specific territory, an aspect all but universally associated with states. Problematic for my purposes is that one can question if cities such as Tyre, Sidon and Byblos ca. 900 BCE fall under the definition, as at that time their monarchies may still have been more personalized and less institutionalized than Wickham’s ideal type would call for. It is also debatable how well his definition covers Greek city-states, especially if they had a democratic form of government such as classical Athens. Of course that is a broader problem, as the statehood of Greek city-states under any definition is a topic of debate.33

However, Wickham’s “ideal type” does not represent a checklist of prerequisites. Even if in a particular society one or more of the five parameters were present to only a lesser degree, it might still qualify as a state. Admittedly, some purity is sacrificed in adopting such a flexible approach. But for my purposes, ignoring definitional imperfections for the sake of argument brings major benefits. Being able to put the Roman empire, classical Athens and eighth-century BCE Tyre on the same plane allows me to analyze how their establishment of public authority affected economic conditions. Obviously those three societies varied widely in their governmental structure. But by calling them all states, I do not mean to argue that they were comparable that way. What I argue instead is that their emergence as public entities influenced the economic landscape beyond the capabilities of private individuals or groups of private individuals.

None of this is to say that private individuals could not profoundly alter the economic landscape. They could and did, as can be seen clearly in their role in the early Iron Age, when long-distance cultural and mercantile links were reestablished following the collapse of Mediterranean Bronze Age societies. That process of civilizational renewal was initially driven by individual traders unconnected to any emerging public institutions. As Tamar Hodos noted, it “is particularly evidence for trade, in its most general sense, that characterizes the beginning of a new impetus in the Mediterranean in the early first millennium, initially conducted by individuals working in an independent rather than state capacity.”34

But figures 1.1 and 1.2 suggest that from ca. 700 BCE onward, state formation began to have a positive influence on the economic activities of those pioneering individuals. A practical reason why that might have been the case readily comes to mind: states provided a transportation infrastructure, aiding traders in their mercantile endeavors. The construction of maritime harbors formed an important part of that process, which is relevant especially for understanding figure 1.1. Harbors started to appear in the Aegean in the eighth century BCE; witness for instance the 100-meter-long mole dated to that time on the island of Delos. Literary evidence tells us that seaports began to be built on the initiative of powerful Greek monarchs such as Polycrates of Samos (Hdt. 3.60).35 In the context of developments in Archaic Greece, the evidence shown in figure 2.2 is relevant as well. The sixth-century BCE introduction into the Greek world of coinage on an official weight standard stimulated the building process by making it easier to finance major public works.36 In later periods as well, rulers decided on the creation of Mediterranean harbors, including some of the largest and most famous ones, such as Alex-andria’s.37 In the Roman empire, funding harbor construction remained “something like an imperial—or at least public—privilege,” falling to either emperors or cities.38

Port infrastructure was complicated to build, requiring specialized engineering skills that had to accumulate over time. The process of learning by doing that started in the Iron Age continued until, in the words of Lionel Casson, “the essential elements of a harbor had been worked out by the fifth century B.C. The successive centuries saw chiefly elaboration of facilities and increase in size.” But he adds that later developments still included some major advances:

The Hellenistic Age brought to harbor construction the vastness of size and the layout according to an integrated plan that characterized the architecture of the times. In addition, it contributed a feature of the highest practical importance, the lighthouse. … The Romans introduced a significant innovation, the use of concrete that would set under water. This powerful and flexible material enabled them to strike out boldly and plant harbors where nature had nothing at all to offer.39

Apart from facilitating overseas shipping, the construction of harbors had a stimulating economic effect by integrating public and private monetary flows. Especially if public works went hand in hand with rising levels of monetization, multiplier effects of the kind identified by Kay will have followed. Such effects likely were at work well before the time of the later Roman republic. They are almost certain to have been felt, for instance, in Ptolemaic Egypt, where taxation levels were high and where in the course of the third century BCE the economy went from being largely unmonetized to largely monetized.40

Because of its geographical size the Roman empire is especially significant for the effect of tax spending on economic integration. The impact of one on the other has been studied by Keith Hopkins in what is now a classic article.41 Hopkins’ fundamental assumption in his “taxes and trade” model was that a number of rich areas—including Spain, southern Gaul, North Africa, Asia Minor, Syria and Egypt—were revenue exporters, paying more in imperial taxes than they received in public spending. The central government partly invested the collected money at its source, but sent most of it out it to pay for the legions on the frontiers in provinces that were tax importers. The amount of revenue going to the defensive armies was considerable. As the largest item in the state budget, the military probably accounted for over 50 percent of public spending.42 But for this process of monetary redirection to continue, the net-contributing provinces had to find a way to fill their deficits. Without a counterbalancing revenue stream, they would not have had the money to pay their fiscal dues the following year. Engaging in trade was the answer, according to Hopkins. By producing and exporting agricultural surplus and manufactured goods, tax-exporting provinces earned back cash, thereby balancing out their losses.

In a follow-up paper Hopkins incorporated rent-taking by Roman aristocratic landowners into his model. Members of the Roman senatorial elite possessed large tracts of provincial land, from which collectively they received rent income on a par with the state’s annual revenue net of army costs. This rent sustained the elite’s ostentatious lifestyle, and like the tax revenue received by the state, it was spent at some distance from its place of origin, chiefly in Rome but also in local and regional capitals around the empire. Just like taxes, rent contributions were predominantly paid in money, not in kind. To allow provincial laborers to pay their dues in subsequent years, these monetary flows therefore needed reverse ones, and here as well the solution was to engage in surplus production and exports to earn back cash.

Taxation and rent payments counterbalanced by trade thus produced what Hopkins proposed was a “mildly developmental” economic effect, creating a “thin veneer of monetary and economic integration” over an essentially agrarian economy.43 This model has not been universally accepted but, as Scheidel observed, “the debate is primarily concerned with the question of whether the central state and its associated élites played an absolutely crucial or merely a very significant rôle in commercial development: the overall importance of state formation is not in doubt.”44

Enforcement and the State

The topic of the economic role of states brings me to the main theme of this book. Mention of Douglass North, the father of New Institutional Economics, is inescapable here. North’s work has had a profound impact on the field of ancient economic history, and I think it is fair to say that Neo-Institutionalism has now established itself as the default paradigm in both Greek and Roman scholarship.45 Examples abound. Elio Lo Cascio argued that “the theoretical framework proposed by North can allow a better insight into the performance of the Roman Empire as a unified political organization.”46 Joseph Manning, in a monograph on the Ptolemaic economy, wrote: “understanding how local economies were linked to the central state requires a model of the state. I adopt in this book North’s neo-classical theory of the state.”47 In a recent work on classical Greek history, Josiah Ober specified that Neo-Institutionalism’s “insistence that institutions … and organizations (including, but not only, states), along with markets and networks, are fundamental determinants of economic change, grounds the arguments of this book.”48

But difficulties arise with this wholesale adoption of Neo-Institutionalism in ancient economic history, specifically with regard to its concept of the state. In Structure and Change in Economic History, North defined a state as “an organization with a comparative advantage in violence, extending over a geographic area whose boundaries are determined by its power to tax constituents,” continuing that “an organization which has a comparative advantage in violence is in the position to specify and enforce property rights.”49 The latter part of that definition is problematic when applied to Greco-Roman history, and not just there.50 First of all, in nonstate-level societies, including chiefdoms and tribes and arguably even bands, basic property rights were also specified.51 Their complexity could increase along with growing sociopolitical complexity, but the state was not a conditio sine qua non for their creation. More importantly, if states could in theory enforce private property rights, they did not necessarily do so in practice.

In the abstract, the idea of casting the state in the role of third-party enforcer is an attractive one. Already in 1651 Thomas Hobbes explained the logic of that notion in the Leviathan:

If a covenant be made, wherein neither of the parties perform presently, but trust one another; in the condition of mere nature … upon any reasonable suspicion, it is void: but if there be a common power set over them both, with right and force sufficient to compel performance, it is not void. For he that performeth first, has no assurance the other will perform after; because the bonds of words are too weak to bridle men’s ambition, avarice, anger, and other passions, without the fear of some coercive power. (14.18)

But this line of reasoning has a serious deficiency, as Peter Leeson points out in a deliberately provocative book, Anarchy Unbound: “Hobbes overlooked the possibility of self-governance: privately created social rules and institutions of their enforcement.”52 Leeson offers theoretically grounded historical case studies showing that transactions with delayed performance under “anarchy,” loosely defined as the absence of formal government, are perfectly possible. Moreover, he posits that if a state is sufficiently rapacious, its dissolution and replacement by private order can be positive for economic performance. In support of that claim he cites the case of Somalia, arguing that the complete disappearance of government there in 1991 had by the early 2000s produced a marked improvement in the country’s economy.53 These studies lead him flatly to declare that Hobbes had it all wrong.

In so doing he is giving the intellectual achievement of the Leviathan too short shrift, but he is correct in treating its disregard of nonlegal enforcement as a significant gap. Even in well-functioning states governed by the rule of law, much economic interaction still depends on private order, including bargaining “in the shadow of the law.”54 That socioeconomic reality should come as no surprise. As Eric Posner has argued, courts have trouble determining contractual obligations and understanding business relationships because in both repeat and one-shot deals the number of unpredictable contingencies is large. Courts, therefore, “are not good at deterring opportunistic behavior in contractual relationships, but parties are. This is why so much contractual behavior depends on reputation, ethnic and family connections, and other elements of nonlegal regulation, and not on detailed and carefully written contracts enforced by disinterested courts.”55

Still, the basic notion, as formulated by Hobbes, that a central task of the state is to act as society’s ultimate enforcer is appealing. The idea was introduced into modern economic thinking well before North. An expression of it can be found in the work of Keynes, who wrote in A Treatise on Money that

it is a peculiar characteristic of money contracts that it is the State or Community not only which enforces delivery, but also which decides what it is that must be delivered as a lawful or customary discharge of a contract. … The State, therefore, comes in first of all as the authority of law which enforces the payment of the thing which corresponds to the name or description in the contract.56

It should be noted here that Keynes makes a critical distinction between third-party enforcement and third-party adjudication. But contrary to what he seems to imply, states do not need to involve themselves in both tasks. They can assume some variation of adjudication without necessarily assuming enforcement, operating along a continuum from least forceful to most forceful. That continuum is cogently captured in a framework of “dispute settlement mechanisms” developed by Beth Yarbrough and Robert Yarbrough.57 Though designed to study modern international trade relations, the framework serves my present purposes equally well. It consists of four main categories, conceptualized as fluid rather than fixed and exclusionary:


1. Third-party information gathering on alleged violations, and dissemination of that information, followed by group retaliation, potentially ending in ostracism.

2. Nonbinding third-party adjudication resulting in a recommended remedy, potentially followed by multilateral retaliation; no third-party enforcement.

3. Binding third-party adjudication without third-party enforcement; retaliation by the aggrieved party, permitted only if a violation has been confirmed.

4. Binding third-party adjudication and enforcement; no private retaliation allowed.



The potential benefits of the state assuming the task of both arbiter and enforcer in a reliable, unbiased way are obvious. Yet public adjudication without public enforcement can still be beneficial to economic performance, depending on the state’s level of impartiality, the quality of its arbitration and the sophistication of its legal framework. Conversely, if the state’s legal institutions are poor, adjudication with full enforcement can be harmful to economic development. A wide range of possible outcomes is imaginable, and historical ones depend on the specific circumstances of individual societies. But in all cases, what matters is that for a proper understanding of the state as an authority of law, distinguishing between adjudication and enforcement is imperative.

Getting the two concepts confused is all too easy. It is tempting to take evidence for disputants submitting to the jurisdiction of official courts of law as confirmation of the existence of third-party enforcement. That assumption seems to have informed the work of, for instance, Sheilagh Ogilvie. In Institutions and European Trade, she sets out to portray medieval merchant guilds as nothing but rent-seeking monopolists interested only in creating barriers to entry and bending the rules of trade to their advantage. The argument that such associations might have been critical for contract enforcement is incorrect, she contends. Traders could turn to the state to perform that task, an option they often preferred over internal dispute settlement within their own organizations. In a typical expression of that view, she asserts that “Wherever European merchants traded during the medieval Commercial Revolution … state enforcement was available and long-distance merchants voluntarily used it to enforce contracts.”58

However, what she is referring to in making such claims is not state enforcement but state adjudication. To explain medieval traders’ preferences, she repeatedly emphasizes the quality and impartiality of official courts of law. But no matter how informative such alleged legal superiority may be about public institutions of adjudication, it tells us little about enforcement. A verdict by a medieval judge still had to be effectuated. The private-order mechanisms necessary to do so operated within and between medieval trading organizations, which by implication seem to have had the central role in contract enforcement that Ogilvie categorically denies they had.

Avner Greif, by contrast, does take the view that medieval trading coalitions were key to private-order enforcement, providing an essential service to the functioning of markets.59 Much in his analysis is specific to medieval Europe, but his observation that Ogilvie wrongly equates courts with third-party enforcement has general validity: “The premise here is that all historical courts were the same and similar to a modern, effective court. … The issue is not whether … courts existed …, but whether they differed substantially from each other and from their modern equivalents.”60 In other words, if we see public institutions of adjudication operating in any given historical society, we still need to establish what mechanisms of enforcement underpinned them.

In the study of Roman law, a position close to Ogilvie’s is taken by what David Ratzan has called the “legal centralists.” Ratzan rightly dismisses their denial of the importance of nonlegal sanctions as “historically incorrect and theoretically confused.” But he equally thinks that their counterparts, whom he labels “legal skeptics,” are at a loss to explain, for instance, official petitions to Roman state authorities: “If the government did not care, why bother complaining to it? … At the very least, we must imagine … Roman subjects as buying something of value in their contracts, petitions, and trials. What was it?”61 That question might mutatis mutandis be asked of Ptolemaic subjects, classical Athenian subjects, or for that matter the subjects of all ancient states.

But is the problem as intractable as Ratzan presents it as being? I suggest that the solution is in fact quite simple, hiding as it were in plain sight. What a plaintiff bought, or hoped to buy, with an investment in legal action was an official recognition of his position. Such an imprimatur by an authoritative public body enhanced the chances that collective action would be taken against his adversary. The latter’s reputation would be diminished, as would his social room to maneuver, especially in the long run if he became the object of repeated official censure. Scholars of ancient law tend not to think in such terms, and when they do they tend to see reputational mechanisms and collective action as alternatives to official legal procedures. But private order and public institutions were not working in opposition as competitors in a “market for enforcement.” On the contrary, they worked together. The more seamlessly they did so, the more effective enforcement would be.

The outcome of public institutions reinforcing private order does not equate to third-party enforcement in the sense of North, Keynes or Yarbrough and Yarbrough. North fully acknowledged that such enforcement has historically been rare. It became more widespread only after the Industrial Revolution and even then remained limited to a small number of societies. That historical argument is elaborated in his Violence and Social Orders, written with John Wallis and Barry Weingast.

The authors distinguish between two social orders based on how societies limit and control violence: open-access and closed-access societies. In the first, physical force is consolidated into official military and police organizations that are subordinate to the political system. Citizen identity in the open-access order is defined as a set of impersonal characteristics and rights possessed by all citizens. This shared set of impersonal rights at the heart of civil society prevents the executive from abusing its power. All open-access societies conform to Max Weber’s definition of a state as “a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.”62 Only a handful of states in history have come close to the Weberian ideal type. Today only about twenty-five countries containing about 15 percent of the world’s population fall into that category.63

By contrast, the much more prevalent second type of social order, the closed-access society or “natural state,”

reduces the problem of endemic violence through the formation of a dominant coalition whose members possess special privileges. The logic of the natural state follows from how it solves the problem of violence. Elites—members of the dominant coalition—agree to respect each other’s privileges, including property rights and access to resources and activities. By limiting access to these privileges to members of the dominant coalition, elites create credible incentives to cooperate rather than fight among themselves.64

Natural states were the only ones in existence before the early nineteenth century and still form the majority today. They do not achieve a monopoly on violence, nor do they need to for their survival. Their assertion of physical force is a continuous rather than a discrete variable. The more force they manage to appropriate, the more effective they will be as governing organizations. Relationships within and between the elite coalitions that rule them are strongly personal, and status and hierarchy tend to be defined by individuals’ social personas. Yet public institutions can grow in complexity, allowing them to become more impersonal and less dependent on the individuals controlling them at any given moment. Through that process an enhanced stability and durability of the state and its ruling coalition can be achieved. But even if increasingly stable and durable social arrangements are to the advantage of governing elites, nothing about the push toward complexity is teleological in nature. Natural states are as capable of regression as progression in this regard, depending on ever-changing external circumstances and internal power struggles.

Those ideas are thought-provoking and contain much of interest to the social theory–minded historian. Nevertheless, squeezing all recorded human history into a binary framework of open-versus closed-access societies is reductive in the extreme. The dichotomy inevitably creates friction when applied to some historical societies. In addition, the framework’s simplicity limits its usefulness for a student of the premodern world, who is left with only the concept of the natural state. North, Wallis and Weingast acknowledge that natural states differ widely, a problem they address by distinguishing between “fragile,” “basic” and “mature” ones. However, those three manifestations differ primarily in “the sophistication of the organizations they can support.”65 Such sophistication is a sliding scale, and the classificatory distinctions are more idiomatic than substantive analytical tools. But the shortcomings of Violence and Social Orders notwithstanding, it offers useful insights into premodern states’ use of force, interference in trade and stability of governance. I will be referring to it repeatedly in this book, and will engage with it more fully in chapter 2.

From early on in North’s work, his thinking about what makes states successful was predicated on the economic development of medieval Europe and the subsequent rise of the Western world.66 The period of change culminating in the Industrial Revolution and the “Great Enrichment,” to use Deirdre McCloskey’s evocative phrase, has been extensively studied by economic historians.67 But identifying the “rule of law” as a critical factor in that change may be erroneous. Seeing the economic expansion of industrializing Britain as the result of well-defined property rights enforced by the state is in any case a “gross oversimplification.”68 Though at the epicenter of the Industrial Revolution, British society in the 1700s and early 1800s still relied on private-order institutions, including reputation mechanisms and social ostracism of serial cheaters. Rather than economic development resulting from third-party enforcement, it would seem that causation worked the other way around. British society was transformed by the Industrial Revolution. As its economy became more urbanized and anonymous, reputation mechanisms became untenable and enforcement was consequently transferred to the public sector.

Janet Landa has proposed an abstract microeconomic theory that is much in line with these historical events. She enumerates the options open to middlemen to cope with “contract uncertainty,” the term she employs for a lack of third-party enforcement. All options bear costs, which middlemen seek to reduce by moving from individual to collective action. As trade increases in volume and middlemen increase in number, unanimous collective action becomes ever harder to achieve and ever less cost effective. Landa posits that traders’ cost-optimizing calculus thus leads to the emergence of the “protective state,” a phrase borrowed from the work of James Buchanan and meaning “that part of government which acts as the enforcing institution of society.”69 She concludes that the resulting social order ensures a more Pareto-efficient equilibrium.

The existence of social order (1) reduces unnecessary transaction costs arising from a trader’s breach of contract …; (2) facilitates the impersonal process of exchange by encouraging the trader to trade with outsiders, thus ensuring all opportunities for trading are exhausted; and (3) gives the trader the opportunity to shift some of the resources tied up in the protection of contracts into trade or capital accumulation.70

Landa does not invoke historical examples, but does not seem to see this shift toward a Pareto-superior social order as contingent on industrialization. Instead she presents her ideas as a general theory on the emergence of an “exchange economy with legally binding contract.” Yet if the emergence of the “protective state” is such a natural outcome of economic actors’ cost-optimizing behavior as she makes it seem, the question might well be asked why it has materialized so rarely.

To return to the ancient states that will be the subject of this book, they were non-Weberian in nature, not claiming a monopoly on violence. As powerful organizations they did have a “comparative advantage in violence,” but they did not employ it to “enforce agreements such that the offending party always had to compensate the injured party to a degree that made it costly to violate the contract.” Of course, expecting them to do so would be setting the bar too high. As already noted, North admitted that the conditions for such state behavior “are seldom, if ever, met in the real world,” including the postindustrial one.71 We should, thus, not measure the states of the ancient world against modern nation-states with fully developed institutions of public enforcement. But effective enforcement is indispensable for commercial exchange, and the question of how and to what extent it involved the state is relevant for our understanding of ancient economic history. An exhaustive treatment of all ancient societies is a near impossibility, and even a partial discussion would require a separate book. But a brief survey of some selected examples will suffice to show the limits of state enforcement.

In Greek city-states some degree of public physical force in defense of justice was available through city representatives, and such force was well understood to be necessary. Aristotle, in the Politics (6.1321b40–22a7), showed awareness that law enforcement occasionally required publicly administered violence. But in the small, face-to-face societies of Greek cities, laws were respected out of civic obedience and concern for social order as much as out of fear of sanctions, as Mogens Hansen has pointed out.72

Greek city-states did not maintain a body of bailiffs or civil enforcement officers, even if Athens had a public-order apparatus of market overseers, jailors and Scythian archers.73 The effect of that lack of public support on commercial disputes becomes visible especially when we scale up the canvas. What of enforcement between rather than within communities? To resolve intercommunity disputes over business affairs, Greek city-states maintained a system of seizure of goods by private individuals. A citizen of one city could request court approval to seize goods from any of the community members of his adversary to satisfy his claim. City-states could choose to supersede this principle of collective responsibility by agreeing on rules laid down in interstate treaties. But ultimately, this system was a form of private justice, albeit subject to customary law and court oversight.74 Such a system was not unique to Greek city-states or for that matter antiquity. Greif has shown that a similar “community responsibility system” governed relations between medieval trading centers in Italy, Germany and England.75

With the formation of the Hellenistic kingdoms in the third century BCE, large states commanding impressive powers of physical force entered the scene. In the relatively well documented Ptolemaic kingdom, a new legal order was established that combined central state control with the autonomy of local communities. Papyrological evidence shows that legal proceedings could be consequential in land disputes, as we learn from the records of a second-century BCE family conflict over the inheritance of an estate. Manning, in his analysis of the case, concludes that the “authority of the Egyptian court had enormous influence upon the local community. … The complaints addressed in petitions to local and regional Ptolemaic officials were resolved, in theory, through the authority of a local Egyptian court.”76 Nevertheless, whatever respect the word of the court may have enjoyed in the adjudication of community disputes over real estate, for a full assessment of the Ptolemaic legal system we need to consider how the state employed its coercion machinery.


In Law and Enforcement in Ptolemaic Egypt, John Bauschatz has recently argued that the Ptolemaic kingdom had an extensive organization of police officials charged with maintaining public order at the village level.77 According to his study, this coercion apparatus targeted not only crime but also debt. Yet the debt for which one could land in prison was predominantly public in nature, in particular tax arrears. Bauschatz argues that detention for private debt also occurred, but the evidence he cites is extremely meager and ambiguous.78 Even if it did occur occasionally, there was nothing systematic or institutionalized about it. Ptolemaic creditors could not count on public officials to enforce their claims.

Under the formulary procedure of Roman law, considered to be Rome’s classical legal system, the execution of court verdicts was a form of state-sanctioned self-help. In the republican era and well into the empire, a successful plaintiff had the right to seize the person of the debtor and take him into custody, forcing him to work off his debt.79 In later times he was also allowed to confiscate and auction off his debtor’s entire property in a process resembling bankruptcy proceedings. The rules were relaxed in the course of the imperial period to allow for the seizure of individual assets, making for a more efficient way to satisfy debts.80 But state-provided force did not form part of the system. “Judgment given, the duty of the judge was over. If the convicted party did not obey the judgment it was up to the plaintiff to take further steps. He was not given physical help by the authorities.”81

In the course of the imperial period, various innovations of civil procedure were introduced, eventually to result in a comprehensive new system in the mid-fourth century CE.82 It is clear that this development accompanied a pronounced hierarchization of the Roman legal process, characterized by a strict division between an upper and lower social class.83 Some measure of public enforcement also emerged as part of the reform. A handful of legal texts mention bailiffs charged by special fiat with the execution of certain verdicts.84 Much about these men remains unknown, including how numerous they were and what verdicts they might have been commissioned to enforce. But we do know that, as other court functionaries, they charged fees for their services, a practice inviting corruption.85 A mandate of Justinian (Nov. 96 pr., 539 CE) aimed to stop them from colluding with plaintiffs in initiating spurious lawsuits and splitting the gains, apparently a widespread practice.

What all this amounts to is that ancient states fell somewhere in category 2 or 3 in the adjudication and enforcement framework of Yarbrough and Yarbrough, cited above.86 Arguably, the Roman empire late in its history took some steps in the direction of category 4. But those steps were imperfect and incomplete and in part even counterproductive. None of this is to say that legal institutions did not matter for the economic performance of the ancient world. A large part of this book will in fact be devoted to arguing that they did matter. But I reiterate that in evaluating their impact, we should be careful to distinguish between public adjudication and public enforcement.

The Argument of This Book

The two central tenets of this book have now been made clear. First, state formation and consolidation had an aggregate positive effect on the economy of the ancient Mediterranean, starting in the Late Iron Age and peaking sometime in the Roman imperial period. Second, we should not ascribe that effect to ancient states acting as third-party enforcers of private property rights. Two questions follow. First, what did states’ positive influence consist of? Second, what was the state’s role subsequently, when economic decline set in?

The idea that state behavior can have both positive and negative effects on economic performance is at the heart of North’s historical analysis. In The Rise of the Western World, he juxtaposed successful states such as the Dutch Republic and England in the 1500s and 1600s with less successful ones such as contemporary France and Spain. The latter, he proposed, “failed to create a set of property rights that promoted economic efficiency.”87 For the reasons discussed above, I will not follow North’s ideas about the role of states in defining and enforcing property rights. However, that states’ actions can be both helpful and harmful is a key issue to address.

As for harmful action, one might suppose warfare to have been the predominant type, because of its destructive potential and because Greco-Roman history had no shortage of it. Yet armed conflict seems not to have been the disruptive force one might have expected.88 Figures 1.1 and 1.2 suggest that the ancient Mediterranean experienced at least aggregate growth during a time when interstate warfare was frequent. Of course, not all military action is detrimental to economic performance. But even if things turned severely negative sum, as doubtless happened in several major conflicts, it seems that in the long run the effect was offset and more by positive factors. That observation brings me to one of the main arguments of this book: ancient states were beneficial to growth because they created institutions conducive to economic development, even if that was not necessarily the intention.

The last point deserves emphasis. In this book I am nowhere arguing for a “public economic policy” designed and executed by designated state representatives. By now it is a truism that no such policy existed in antiquity, an argument made already by Moses Finley.89 But if the basic idea remains generally accepted, modifications to it have begun to emerge in the scholarly literature. Darel Engen, for instance, in a book on Athenian commerce, suggested that in “granting honors and privileges for trade-related services, Athens adapted and manipulated traditional institutions to formulate a practice that was flexible enough to acknowledge and exploit the dual desires for honor and profit that existed in the Greek economy, thereby fulfilling its trade policy.”90 Those are interesting new ideas worth exploring (see chapter 2).

By accounting for a desire for honors, Engen goes a long way toward incorporating ideology into his analysis. I propose that a much greater emphasis on the force of ideology is warranted for our understanding of ancient economic development. Rulers had to legitimize their power, an essential dynamic of natural states that North, Wallis and Weingast acknowledge but spend little time discussing.91 Carles Boix has recently argued (contra Weber) that in what he calls “monarchical regimes,” any ideological beliefs about the ruler’s legitimacy cannot be disentangled from subjects’ fear of the ruler’s coercive capabilities and their instrumental calculations about the benefits of social order.92 But regardless of whether one sees rule-legitimizing ideology as an independent or an ancillary source of support for monarchical regimes, its political reality had economic effects. In the Hellenistic kingdoms it led state representatives and the social classes wishing to emulate them to engage in behavior with expansionary effects, such as conspicuous consumption. The same held true for the Roman empire, even if unlike the Hellenistic kingdoms it was not in direct competition with peer polities, which might have reduced the need for rule-legitimizing consumptive patterns.

Ideology had not just macroeconomic but also microeconomic effects, and to study those we can build on North’s extensive work on social norms. North has repeatedly emphasized the significance of normative rules that structure society by providing informal constraints on individual behavior. Collectively those constraints can be considered a public good because they create social order and reduce economic uncertainty. Concretely, norms, beliefs and ideologies are ways of solving collective-action problems such as freeriding.93 To those ideas I add that the social impact of ideologies related to or promoted by states increased if states were larger and wielded greater power. That effect is particularly relevant for the case of the Roman empire as the largest and most powerful state in the ancient Mediterranean.

Nevertheless, I do not mean to imply here that a bigger state size was always preferable. City-states especially had many advantages, and their economic success in premodern European history, from classical Athens to medieval Venice, suggests that the efficiencies they produced could be considerable. To date, no comprehensive theory exists to explain why this might have been the case. But it is not difficult to see how city-states may have hit something of a “sweet spot” in their geographical extent and population size. A variegated literature has pointed to the benefits of their limited dimensions for public finance, information exchange, technological innovation and intracommunity cooperation.

John Hicks, in A Theory of Economic History, was attracted to city-states because of their historical prevalence, success and persistence. He posited that their small scale was “favourable to the growth of a diversified trade.” However, the structure of his argument required him to introduce legal institutions: “It is here that the city-state form of organization shows its superiority. The possibility of having recourse to regular legal institutions within the individual city state makes it easier for new kinds of trade to be carried on securely.”94 But he inserts this element into his theory without any explanation of how such institutions might have emerged. As the discussion above has shown, his assumption also requires qualification in light of current Neo-Institutional work. Although Hicks sees the absence of formal legal institutions as an “insuperable obstacle” to intergroup commercial diversification, Leeson in his already-cited Anarchy Unbound makes a good case for the possibility of trade between heterogeneous groups based on private order.95


Just as Hicks, Joel Mokyr presents city-states as “optimally sized” units of organization, but for a different reason. Although he, too, suggests that they might have had an advantage in contract enforcement, he proposes that they were well equipped predominantly for “the information-processing needed for trade,” adding that they “played, from the later Middle Ages on, an increasingly pivotal role in the generation of new useful knowledge and innovations.”96 The role of any single medieval or Early-Modern city-state as an engine of creativity and innovation was usually just short lived. But as David Stasavage has pointed out, “While city-states were innovators for only a relatively brief span of time, all the evidence suggests that they retained their advantage with regard to public credit.”97 City-states’ superior ability to borrow compared to territorial states was a product mainly of their political structure. The greater representativeness of their public bodies allowed them to make more credible repayment commitments to lenders, giving them easier access to long-term credit.

We are far less informed about the fiscal regimes of ancient city-states, but we do know that public borrowing was common in Greek cities, which may well have enjoyed a credible-commitment advantage similar to the one described by Stasavage.98 Their small scale and political structure also spurred information exchange and institutional innovation, elements adduced by Ober to explain their “efflorescence,” defined mostly in economic terms. In addition, their nature as a collection of small, autonomous states allowed them to be agile in their collective-action response to outside pressure: “The endemic risk posed to Greek communities by would-be predatory states, Greek and non-Greek alike, fostered decentralized cooperation by rewarding the high levels of mobilization that were facilitated by federalism and democracy.”99

But whatever advantages Greek and other ancient city-states may have drawn from their limited scale, in the long run they could not compete with bigger polities because of their restricted access to resources. In the ancient Mediterranean they ended up either being incorporated into larger states, as happened with Tyre and Athens, or growing into dominant empires themselves, as happened with Carthage and Rome. The incorporation of city-states into larger empires did not necessarily mean that they lost all the advantages of their small size. Much of the political and civic culture and decision-making process of Greek cities, for instance, remained the same under Hellenistic rule.100 But obviously with the arrival of kings and, later, emperors as powerful hegemons, cities’ self-governance diminished and their political ecology changed, both individually and collectively.101 Nonetheless, in the aggregate their integration into larger state units seems to have been beneficial for economic development, as suggested by the upward economic trends in the proxy data presented in figures 1.1 and 1.2.

The downward trends past the Roman-era inflection point are equally significant.102 Those trends have recently been studied from a Neo-Institutional perspective by Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, but unfortunately their analysis fails to convince on all counts. In the second, more subsidiary part they assert that Roman emperors feared Schumpeter-style creative destruction and sought to suppress technological progress. In support of that claim, they cite two infamous stories: one of a man who was beheaded after showing his invention of unbreakable glass to Tiberius (Pliny NH 36.195; Petr. Sat. 51; Dio 57.21.7), the second of a man who was dismissed after showing Vespasian an efficient way of moving heavy columns (Suet. Vesp. 18).103 But to take these two almost certainly fictional tales as proof of a multi-reign, empire-wide policy aimed at stamping out innovation is patently absurd. (For my own thoughts on the matter of Roman innovational development, see chapter 7.)

The first and more institutional-analytical part of the discussion concerns state predation. Acemoglu and Robinson argue that the seed for the fall of Rome had been planted when the republic turned into the empire. At that time, growth ground to a halt because Rome’s “extractive institutions” had reached their limit. Citing the shipwreck and lead pollution graphs as evidence, they conclude that the “experience of economic growth during the Roman Republic was impressive, as were other examples of growth under extractive institutions, such as the Soviet Union.”104 The regrettable comparison to the USSR aside, one reason why this line of thinking is fallacious has already been indicated. Both the shipwreck and the lead pollution graph show a steady rise centuries before Roman influence began. Acemoglu and Robinson’s argument would imply that all Mediterranean states from the Iron Age onward were characterized by “extractive institutions,” in which case there would be nothing exceptional about the Roman republic. That argument would be interesting, but it is not the one offered.


More fundamentally, it is generally agreed that fiscal pressure went down after the republic collapsed because Rome’s institutions became less, not more extractive (see the introduction and concluding remarks to chapter 3 for some details). In addition, the work by Hopkins discussed above shows that imperial levels of taxation were generally low. In his estimate, total state spending required no more than 10 percent of minimum Roman GDP, meaning that actual taxation levels were lower than that, perhaps between 5 and 7 percent.105

Finally, Acemoglu and Robinson make no attempt to differentiate between either the early and later empire or between east and west, presenting things as on a universally downward trajectory after the end of the republic. This will not do. Much current work by Roman economic historians has focused on per capita growth, which seems to have begun under the republic and continued well into the empire. Both Jongman and Paul Erdkamp, for instance, have recently argued that real incomes continued to rise into the second or perhaps even the third century CE.106 After that point we need to be careful to distinguish between the western part of the empire, where universal decline set in, and the eastern part, where some areas continued to do well, as Bryan Ward-Perkins has shown (see further, chapter 6).107

Where Acemoglu and Robinson fail, Ward-Perkins makes the correct assessment: “A prerequisite for understanding the decline of the Roman economy is … the acceptance that it was a closely interlocked structure in which commerce and regional specialization, as well as the redistributive power of the state, all had an important role to play.”108 The economy of the empire was sustained by a complex but delicate equilibrium that was eventually tipped off balance, in part by stochastic events.109 It was robust enough to withstand one or more manageable shocks such as the severe but brief period of civil war during the “year of the four emperors,” 69 CE. But ultimately the imperial economy could not withstand several prolonged and simultaneous shocks, as happened in late antiquity. “Rome’s empire was always poised uncertainly between fragility and resilience, and in the end the forces of dissolution prevailed.”110 For my purposes there is no need to discuss all the endogenous and exogenous factors that have been proposed to explain the decline and ultimate demise of the Roman world. Staying with my main theme, I will limit myself to a study of one aspect of state behavior in late antiquity that I propose produced an institutional shock, adversely affecting the Roman system of intercommunity trade.

In the chapters to follow I will make these ideas concrete, focusing as much as I can not on what “the state” did but on what people did: people in their capacity as Greek city councilors, Ptolemaic officials or Roman magistrates; people in their capacity as long-distance traders, financiers or consumers of goods. This approach is intended to avoid speaking in abstractions where possible and to keep the discussion grounded in the sources. As for the book’s structure, it does not attempt a narrative history from the birth of ancient states to the ultimate collapse of the Roman empire. Instead, the separate chapters present targeted studies, organized loosely chronologically, into the ways in which ancient states influenced economic performance. Each study discusses a selected set of sources, but all aim to elucidate the broader economic developments occurring around the Mediterranean at the time.

In chapter 2 I will discuss the trade diaspora, an institution that was all but obligatory for regular, long-distance trade in the absence of third-party enforcement. Traders could do business in a foreign community because people from their homeland had moved there permanently and could vouch for them. If a promise to pay or deliver according to agreement was not fulfilled, foreign settlers could be held accountable for any debt of their fellow citizens. All members of a diaspora network, itinerant and stationary alike, ultimately faced expulsion if they behaved opportunistically. To reduce the vast amount of source material to a workable level, I will take the Phoenicians as a leading thread. Because of their centuries-long Mediterranean mercantile tradition, we can trace their interaction with public institutions through much of Greco-Roman history.

In studying that interaction, I will engage with the social-order theory proposed by North, Wallis and Weingast, specifically their postulate that natural states control trade, which is useful if applied flexibly.111 I will approach the topic from two mirrored angles to argue that states’ role in trade had a beneficial effect on Mediterranean economic development: the public authority that Phoenician civic bodies claimed over their native diasporas, and the public authority asserted by host societies over those diasporas. As for the first angle, Phoenician ruling elites promoted trade from early on. The political institutions of some Phoenician cities still did so in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, involving themselves in the operation of their native trading associations overseas. As for the second angle, I will show how the institutions of Greek “public friendship” (proxenia) and subsequently Roman imperial ideology supported private order by facilitating the coordination of collective action.

The chapter is diachronic, treating a longer time span than chapters 3 to 5. It thereby sets the stage for the subsequent treatment of the Mediterranean economy, addressing long-term institutional developments connected to state formation, and touching on topics to be discussed later. An appendix will examine developments at Carthage, a city-state that grew into an empire at approximately the same time as the Hellenistic states, including the Ptolemaic kingdom on which chapter 3 centers. The trade diaspora will be a theme again in chapter 5, while Roman state ideology will recur there and in chapter 4.

In chapter 3 I will shift the discussion to mid-third-century BCE Syria-Palestine, an area ruled by the Ptolemies at the time. As in all Hellenistic states the power structure of the Ptolemaic kingdom was strongly personalized. A small number of state actors surrounding the king were allowed access to agricultural surplus, making them influential men politically and economically. The process by which the ruling elite negotiated power through conspicuous consumption, diplomatic tokens and gift-giving drove the wheels of an expanding economy of long-distance trade in both luxury goods and agricultural staples.

To investigate these matters, I will study the activities of a certain Zenon, who was an agent of the Ptolemaic finance minister Apollonios. We know of both men through a large collection of papyri containing correspondence between Zenon and his principal, and between members of a larger network of agents. By tracing the activities of these men we can analyze how as a public official Apollonios managed the Ptolemaic overseas territory of Syria-Palestine, at the same time allowing us to see how as a businessman he managed his private affairs there. Following Mancur Olson’s ideas about how state actors provide public goods if doing so allows them to reap the benefits, I will argue that the activities of Apollonios and his agents fit the model of the “stationary bandit.”112 Apollonios was incentivized to keep Syria-Palestine socially stable and economically productive and thus to prevent its overexploitation. As we will also see, the Ptolemaic state that Apollonios served provided public goods, including a banking system and a public-order apparatus.

Contract enforcement and transaction costs under the Roman empire will be the topic of chapter 4. The unification of the Mediterranean Basin by a single state ameliorated economic conditions in practical ways: monetary and metrological systems were standardized, removing costly barriers to trade. Legal rules were standardized as well, which held the potential for an even greater transaction-cost-reducing effect. However, without third-party enforcement, private means still had to be employed to enforce contracts. It is therefore not immediately clear why transacting parties would adopt the Roman legal system.

I will argue that contracts drawn up in accordance with imperial law and in the presence of witnesses were “publicly embedded,” which increased their enforceability and reduced enforcement costs. Witnesses were listed following a status hierarchy largely determined by the civic order created by the state. Political officeholding conferred the highest social standing, while priesthoods of the imperial cult and the possession of freeborn citizenship also provided status. Acting as a witness to formal contracts gave members of Roman society an opportunity publicly to reaffirm their personal status and to endorse the civic order from which it derived. By allowing their social standing to be tied to contracts, witnesses provided transacting parties with incentives either to meet their contractual obligations or, should it come to that, cooperate in official litigation. I will argue that this enforcement-enhancing effect was an “emergent property,” the result of legal, social and ideological factors interacting in an undesigned and unintended fashion.113 Legal documents recorded on wax tablets from Pompeii and Transylvania will provide the source material for the discussion. They give insight into contracting practices in two different socioeconomic settings, having been found respectively in the old imperial heartland and a young province.

Chapter 5 will discuss the changing world of the fourth century CE, a time of social ferment heightened by the Roman emperors’ adoption of Christianity as a religion of state. Although this shift followed a turn toward forced religious centralization initiated by the emperors during the crisis of the third century, the choice for Christianity represented a momentous departure from Roman tradition. I will argue that the intolerance and violence it engendered upset the equilibrium of Mediterranean diaspora trade, producing an institutional shock.

Religion played a prominent role in how diaspora groups operated. Through the worship of their native gods, group members remained distinct from their hosts and connected to their place of origin, both necessary ingredients for successful intercommunity trade. Equally important, acts of religious devotion signaled commitment and loyalty to the group, encouraged collective action against defectors and fostered economic trust and collaborative behavior. Religious “honest signaling” was also helpful at the intercommunity level. It allowed diasporas to connect to other groups and to their hosts. By setting up inscriptions with religiously inspired wishes of well-being for reigning emperors, they displayed adherence to a shared imperial ideology, thereby lowering intergroup social barriers and signaling their trustworthiness as commercial partners.

But this complex system of socioeconomic interaction came under pressure when emperors began legislating against pagan cults. Groups involved in long-distance trade could no longer employ their native religious practices to engage in internal “honest signaling,” nor could they insert their religious practices into an imperial ideology as external “honest signals.”114 To investigate the institutional upset that these changes produced, the chapter will examine two well-documented instances of religious violence against pagan sanctuaries in Gaza and Alexandria, and one lesser known one in the city of Rome.

The Epilogue, chapter 6, will briefly discuss a topic mentioned in chapter 5 but not fully explored there: the weakening of the Roman state. In the third century CE the Roman empire began having trouble maintaining its geographical integrity, a problem that would grow noticeably worse thereafter. The split between an eastern and western half in 395 CE was the most dramatic manifestation of that decreasing ability. After the empire split in two, especially the west in the course of the fifth century saw the abandonment of peripheral areas, although signs of declining state power appeared in the east as well. But as the western half eventually disintegrated, the eastern half recovered. In the sixth century it managed to extend its rule over parts of the west, including the Italian heartland. But even with this westward expansion, and even allowing for healthy economic activity in some eastern regions, as a military and economic organization the Roman empire was nothing like the mighty state it once had been. A separate section will discuss the effects of the empire’s disintegration on human welfare, the topic of current research based on archaeological data including skeletal remains.

Finally in the Concluding Remarks, chapter 7, I will offer some tentative thoughts on the impact of Roman imperial rule on the impetus toward innovation. I propose that although the political and economic unification of the Mediterranean reduced transaction costs, it may also have reduced the drive toward innovation in both a technological and an institutional sense.
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2

Public Institutions and Phoenician Trade

THE ABSENCE OF THIRD-PARTY ENFORCEMENT was a central problem for premodern trade, especially if it took place over long distances. A historically well-documented way to overcome that problem was to rely on so-called trade diasporas, a term coined by Abner Cohen. In a seminal study Cohen defined a trade diaspora as an overseas commercial network centered on its members’ shared geographical or ethnic origin. It typically

has an informal political organization of its own which takes care of stability of order within the one community. … It tends to be autonomous in its judicial organization. Its members form a moral community which constrains the behaviour of the individual and ensures a large measure of conformity with common values and principles.1

Because diasporas expand the possibilities of long-distance trade, they provide a valuable service to their members, making the fear of partial or complete exclusion an effective deterrent of misconduct. Punishment can follow misbehavior against the in-group but also against outsiders, whether they be traders of the host community or members of other diasporas.2 The rule-setting aspect of diasporas renders them institutions in the abstract, while individual historical ones are organizations.3 As they are self-enforcing, they are what Douglass North, John Wallis and Barry Weingast have called “adherent” organizations, within which cooperation “must be, at every point in time, incentive-compatible for all members.”4


Trust in diasporas’ ability to achieve collective action against cheaters, opportunists and freeriders is critical for their success. Charles Tilly has therefore classified them as “trust networks,” which “consist of ramified interpersonal connections, consisting mainly of strong ties, within which people set valued, consequential, long-term resources and enterprises at risk to the malfeasance, mistakes, or failures of others.” Trust networks, including trade diasporas, can be sustained because “they build controls over malfeasance and safeguards against consequences of mistakes and failures into their routine operation. For members of trade diasporas … the threats of shunning, shaming, and denial of reciprocity loom much larger than in everyday social networks.”5

The institution of the trade diaspora is a well-observed, global historical phenomenon. It operated in Africa, the Americas, Europe and Asia, in some cases in the remote past, in others in more recent history.6 Trade diasporas are known to have tied together also the Mediterranean of the Iron Age and the classical Greek period. But their importance for the Hellenistic era and Roman imperial period has been undervalued or missed altogether. In a landmark book, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, Philip Curtin wrote:

With Alexander’s conquests, the problems of political jurisdiction weakened, and trade became still more open in the Mediterranean world. In the eastern basin of the sea, Greek became the international language of trade, as Latin was to be in the west. With these developments, trade diasporas … ceased to exist as a major factor in Mediterranean commerce. They had contributed greatly to the homogenizing of Mediterranean cultures, but the very fact of cultural convergence meant that they were no longer required as they once had been.7

This view is fundamentally wrong. A degree of cultural convergence certainly occurred—the treacherous terrain of Hellenization and Romanization—but the process did not make the trade diaspora redundant. For that to happen the conditions of the industrial world needed to obtain, including the existence of a fast, reliable communication technology and the establishment of third-party enforcement. The usefulness of the trade diaspora is underscored by the fact that it continued to live on for some time even when such conditions did obtain. It was an influential institution still in the “first global economy,” ca. 1870–1914.8


In light of the trade diaspora’s centrality for premodern trade, a key question to address is how it interacted with the organization of the state. On the face of it, the impact of state formation on ancient Mediterranean diasporas might perhaps not be expected to have been particularly profound. After all, trade diasporas were private, self-policing organizations that existed precisely because state-provided enforcement was unavailable. At first glance it would thus seem that the public and the private realm occupied separate or perhaps rather complementary societal spaces. But drawing a neat line between the two risks losing sight of the fact that they interacted all but inevitably.

A promising theoretical avenue to address the question of how public and private institutions communicated is through North, Wallis and Weingast’s concept of the natural state. As discussed in chapter 1, an essential element of that concept is that natural states are non-Weberian in nature. They rely on private-order solutions, as only “elite groups are able to use the third-party enforcement of the coalition to structure contractual organizations.”9 But despite natural states’ non-Weberian institutional structure, they do interfere in the private economy, a characteristic captured by North, Wallis and Weingast in a “postulate” or “prediction”: “All natural states control trade.” Given my subject matter, this idea seems highly relevant. However, the broad-brush way in which it is presented renders it confusing and unhelpful. Do all natural states control all trade all the time? If that is the prediction’s intended meaning, it obviously cannot be accepted. Unfortunately, its authors offer little explanation, in a footnote only adding: “Natural states always control who trades, and may also control the places they trade and the prices at which they trade.”10 But even qualified this way, the postulate is problematic. It seems hard to accept the premise that all states before the early nineteenth century always controlled who traded, and that the majority are still always doing so today.

But if the phrasing of the postulate is too unequivocal, the basic logic behind it, as it emerges from the overall narrative of Violence and Social Orders, makes sense. Governing coalitions in natural states are incentivized to promote trade because it enhances productivity and increases the potential for rents. At the same time, promoting trade means that outside groups have to be allowed access to tradable surplus, which bears the risk of diluting power. The resulting “schizophrenic relationship” of dominant coalitions of natural states to commerce, division of labor and specialization creates an ongoing source of tension.11 In natural states “economics is politics by other means,” hence the prediction.12 I think that the general idea has merit, but that it should be applied loosely, and not rigidly as North, Wallis and Weingast seem to have thought.13 I further propose that we rephrase their postulate into a less pithy but more workable one: “All natural states desire to control trade where it has the potential to affect the governing coalition’s hold on power.”

Such a desire for control could manifest itself in civic bodies exercising authority over the overseas trade of their subjects, whose activities could be highly lucrative to the state and greatly beneficial to its governing coalition.14 The operation of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) is one of the best known examples where the state played such a managing role. As Douglas Irwin has argued, the fact that the VOC enjoyed state backing gave it an advantage over its English rival, which was not under government control: “When the Dutch States General helped form the VOC in 1602, created managerial incentives in the charter to increase shipping volume, and insulated its managers from the demands of investors, it institutionalized a contractual incentive mechanism enabling the company to commit to a higher level of trade.”15

If long-distance trading organizations could to a greater or lesser degree be controlled by their native public bodies, they were inevitably under the authority of the rule-setting institutions they encountered overseas. Cooperation with those institutions was critical to the effectiveness of trade diasporas, which by their nature had to straddle a divide. Of necessity they had to cultivate their distinctiveness from their hosts. Only by staying a separate entity and preventing dilution of their group could they remain a self-policing unit, able to overcome enforcement constraints. At the same time, to facilitate commercial exchange they obviously needed to be able to cross the boundary between them and their hosts. The nature of the interaction between foreign merchants and the civic institutions of host communities could vary widely. As Tilly observed, trade diasporas “generally make their peace with governments en route and at their destinations; relations between diasporas and regimes typically range from evasive conformity with existing governments through patronage by regional power holders to direct licensing or sponsorship by governments.”16


To investigate these matters in the ancient Mediterranean, I will have to reduce the vast amount of source material to a manageable level. In what follows I will therefore focus on only a single diaspora, the Phoenician, which can be traced through centuries of time. Phoenician traders operating far from their homeland appear in our earliest literary sources and can still be found in the evidence from Roman imperial times. They can thus serve as a gauge for how state formation and the accompanying increase in sociopolitical complexity affected the way long-distance intercommunity trade was conducted.

Public involvement of Phoenician city-states in their native diasporas is visible in our oldest written evidence and continues to be traceable in later sources. In Hellenistic and Roman times, at least Tyre and Sidon, though incorporated into larger political units, still claimed authority over their native trading associations overseas. To be sure, not all Phoenician trade was under some form of public control. Literary evidence suggests that already some of the earliest Phoenician overseas merchants conducted their business in Mediterranean waters without any apparent connection to their native civic bodies.17 Nonetheless, the evidence for public interference in diasporas shows that a strict division between a “private economy,” driven by utility-maximizing individuals, and a “state economy,” driven by governments spending tax revenue, leaves the picture incomplete. The way the economy of the ancient Mediterranean developed was characterized by more complex public-private interplay.

Public-private interaction can be seen equally in the intercommunity dynamic of Phoenician diasporas negotiating their position within their host societies. In all cases to be discussed, the state’s role in trade dovetailed with merchants’ agency in shaping the institutional environment. An emblematic institution enabling such fluid interaction was “public friendship” (proxenia), which was a way for Greek city-states to regulate access to their societies. Public friendship was a durable institution creating steady diplomatic and economic relations between two distant communities. Through its conferral city-states provided selected foreigners with special privileges, thus controlling who traded preferentially. The title of “public friend” (proxenos) was a powerful one. It gave its holder generationally transferable access not only to concrete rights but also to community-wide esteem in a foreign society. It thereby provided recipient diaspora traders with considerable social leverage and the incentives to use it dutifully, with the result that private-order enforcement strengthened.

By the time of the Roman empire, public friendship had lost the significance it had possessed previously, but another institution had emerged to serve as a public-private communication and cooperation mechanism. The social norms of Rome’s imperial ideology aided diaspora groups in their coordination of collective action, once more strengthening the private order that underpinned trade. As with Greek “public friendship” of the preceding centuries, the process was reciprocal and mutually beneficial. Trading groups publicly displayed adherence to the state’s ideology and expressed consensus with its rule, thereby contributing to the stability of imperial governance.

Phoenician Migration and Trade

The history of Phoenician interaction with the Mediterranean is usually divided into three blocks. First comes the period from the ninth to the sixth century BCE, when Phoenicians settled in the west. Next comes the period from the sixth century BCE to 332 BCE, when Carthage eclipsed its former metropolis of Tyre in economic and political importance. Finally, there is the period from 332 BCE and beyond, when Phoenician cities were incorporated into first the Hellenistic kingdoms and then the Roman empire. Within the last block, a separate narrative is usually reserved for the period between 264 and 146 BCE, when Carthage came into conflict with Rome, ultimately to be destroyed by it. Carving out such chronological blocks is not conducive to the clarity of my discussion. I will therefore treat the preclassical and the Greco-Roman period in an unbroken sequence, but limit my study to diasporas from Phoenician cities in the Levant, adding only a few remarks on pre-Roman Carthage in an appendix.

A few preliminary words are necessary here on the terms “Phoenicia” and “Phoenicians,” which are not unproblematic. Both are geographical terms that also have chronological connotations. The coastal territory of Syria-Palestine is commonly called the land of Canaan in the Hebrew Bible.18 Although the origins of the word are obscure, the name goes back at least to the Middle Bronze Age, as shown by the Ebla clay tablets (ca. 2500 BCE). Today the name Canaan is used to refer to the area from the mouth of the Orontes River in the north to Egypt in the south for the phase preceding the Iron Age, which started around 1200 BCE in the Near East.19 A land of city-states, Bronze-Age Canaan was dominated by the powerful urban centers of Byblos, Tyre and Ugarit (fig. 2.1). It maintained intensive political and commercial relations with both Egypt and Mesopotamia.20

The transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Early Iron Age was a period of upheaval, population drift and societal collapse, affecting the region deeply. Geopolitical shifts at the end of the Bronze Age reduced the size of the land of Canaan by two-thirds. The Israelite conquest of the south, the occupation of the southern coast by the Philistines and the settlement of the Aramaeans in the north claimed more than half of its coastline and much of its hinterland. These territorial losses left it a narrow coastal fringe from the isle of Arados in the north to Akko (Hellenistic-Roman Ptolemais) in the south, a strip of land just surpassing modern Lebanon in length.
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Fig. 2.1. The East Mediterranean with major Bronze Age and Iron Age cities.



For the ensuing period the remaining area is usually referred to as “Phoenicia” in the scholarly literature to distinguish it from Bronze-Age “Canaan,” although there are problems with that convention. The word “Phoenicia” is not of Semitic but of Greek origin, and the inhabitants of this stretch of land never called it by that name, nor did they refer to themselves as “Phoenicians.”21 Individual cities always remained the focal point for self-identification and self-representation, an aspect related to the second problem with the designation “Phoenicia.” The term appears to imply that the area was a unified state like Egypt or Assyria, which it was not. Phoenicia consisted of a patchwork of regions separated by river valleys and mountain spurs, a geography that hindered political coalescence.22 Its coastal cities were also in constant competition for maritime trade, producing another impediment to interregional state formation. Both geographical and socioeconomic factors favored the concentration of power in the hands of autonomous city-states that shared a language and material culture but that were not centrally ruled.23

In the early ninth century BCE, Phoenicians spread to areas immediately surrounding their homeland, mainly to the north, where they began appearing around the Gulf of Alexandretta (fig. 2.1). Inscriptions in their language, dedications to the Tyrian ancestral god Melqart and passages in Assyrian annals show their presence also in Samaria, Neo-Hittite cities, Cilicia and on the banks of the Euphrates River in northern Syria.24 Eventually they moved toward the west, far into the Mediterranean. But our literary and archaeological sources are not in agreement on when the process might have begun.

Classical authors hold that during the time of the Trojan War the maritime enterprise of the Phoenicians led them to Cyprus, Greece and farther west to Spain and Africa (Vell. Pat. 1.2.3; Strabo Geogr. 1.3.2; Pliny NH 16.216, 19.63; Sil. Ital. Pun. 3.241–42). According to the literary tradition, the oldest settlements were Utica (in Tunisia), Gadir (on the Atlantic coast of southern Spain) and Lixus (on the Atlantic coast of Morocco), all said to have been established between 1110 and 1100 BCE. But so far the literary evidence has not been confirmed by the archaeological data. The earliest Phoenician material found at those sites dates to some four centuries later.25 Still, it is worth noting that at Huelva, southern Spain, Levantine ceramics, balance weights and scraps of graffiti have recently been found in a layer from ca. 900 BCE.26 Those finds open up the possibility that at Gadir, Utica and Lixus as well the archaeological dates may eventually be pushed back closer to the ones suggested by the written sources.

What prompted the Phoenicians to settle west as far as the Atlantic seaboard of Spain and Morocco is a debated question. Both overpopulation in the Levant and the allure of trade seem to have played a significant role in the push toward migration. In any case, there is little doubt that access to metals formed one of its driving forces.27 Key supply areas where we see Phoenicians appearing are Cyprus (copper), Sardinia (silver, lead, copper, iron) and southern Spain (silver, gold, tin).28 In antiquity the Phoenicians’ attraction to metals was recognized as a motivation for their migration. Diodorus Siculus (5.35.4) comments that a search for silver had led them to Sicily, Sardinia, Spain and North Africa.

A Phoenician quest for metals in response to demands of tribute from the Assyrian empire is the theory traditionally put forward to explain this phenomenon. But Eleftheria Pappa has recently argued that this reading puts the cart before the horse: “Tribute would not have been imposed on the Phoenicians on the expectation of them reaching the other end of the known world and finding rich resources of silver and exotic products.”29 Phoenician involvement in the western metals trade must logically have developed prior to, and independently from, payments to Assyria, only subsequently to have provoked demands for tribute. New pottery and radiocarbon dates confirm that the Phoenicians were expanding westward before the Assyrian empire put pressure on their homeland.30

But although Pappa appears to be right in her revision both of the sequence of events and of cause and effect, she seems to assume that Phoenician sailors going west ventured into the great unknown. That, however, seems unlikely. They probably had a fairly accurate idea of what resources the west had to offer. Bronze-Age societal collapse had produced severe and prolonged turbulence in the period before their migration. But a collective memory that had developed during centuries of Mediterranean interconnectedness seems to have stayed alive. In the words of Cyprian Broodbank, the Phoenicians at the time of their westward ventures were the “inheritors to a mass of orally transmitted, often mythologically encoded, knowledge about navigational conditions and hazards, memorized sequences of land-and seamarks, significant places, people and resources, and the intricacies of local custom, all accumulated by a multitude of anonymous Mediterranean seafarers.”31

Whatever the nature of push and pull factors might have been, and whatever the balance between them, Phoenicians were notable participants in Mediterranean commercial exchange by the late eighth century BCE. Aside from the trade in metals and high-end goods with which they are mostly associated, they were capable agriculturalists who in their new environments cultivated staple foodstuffs, in some cases introducing new crops into their settlement areas.32 Archaeological data show that they spread out from their nuclear settlements, working the surrounding fields. They established economies based on exchange with the indigenous populations and maintained both local and regional networks of trade in agricultural products.33

In the late seventh and early sixth centuries BCE, Phoenician cities came into conflict first with the Assyrian and then the Babylonian empire. Many Phoenician settlements lost their political connection to the Levantine homeland, even if cultural affinities continued to be felt. Carthage after its independence from Tyre in the sixth century acquired control of the Phoenician settlements in the west, eventually to become the heart of a naval empire controlling Spain, Sicily, Sardinia and stretches of the North African coast.34 Independence from its metropolis had probably occurred before 525 BCE. In that year the Persian king, Cambyses, planned a naval attack on Carthage and ordered the Tyrians to join him. This they refused, as Herodotus tells us: “They were bound, they said, by a strict treaty, and could not righteously attack their own sons” (3.19).35

Contacts between Levantine cities and Carthage by no means ended, but the west became a separate entity from the metropolitan homeland. The word “Punic” is usually applied to this Carthaginian-controlled world, a term that is artificial yet useful for separating east and west, highlighting that the two had become culturally and politically distinct.36 The strengthening interconnectedness in the west is interesting in its own right. But rather than trace continued Punic connectivity I will focus here on the persistence of mercantile organizations from the east. The practice of trading through permanent overseas settlers lived on in Phoenician cities in the Levant, even if the shape and the settler-host dynamic of the networks changed in response to a changing political and economic landscape.

The independence of Carthage coincided with a general economic decline of Phoenician cities. In 604 BCE the Babylonian king, Nebuchadnezzar II, initiated a series of military campaigns, which would lead him west as far as the Levantine coast. Encountering resistance at Tyre, he put up a land blockade around the city, a siege that we hear about from Ezekiel (29:18) and that lasted thirteen years, according to Flavius Josephus (C.Ap. 1.156; A.J. 10.228).37 The Babylonian annexation of Palestine, the Transjordan and Cilicia blocked both Arabian and Anatolian trade, and under Babylonian rule Phoenician cities seem to have reached a commercial low point.38

In 539 BCE, Babylon fell to King Cyrus of Persia, who incorporated the territory of the Neo-Babylonian kingdom into his empire.39 Active cooperation with the Persians in their war efforts won Phoenician cities not only Persian trust but also renewed commercial opportunities. Greek merchants had meanwhile penetrated traditional Phoenician trading areas, including Cyprus, Egypt and Rhodes, even reaching the northern Levantine coast.40 It was presumably for this reason that, according to Herodotus (6.6.1), the Phoenicians were eager for battle when in 494 BCE King Darius I planned a naval attack on Miletos. Phoenician fleets also joined in the Greek invasions that the Persians undertook in the subsequent decades. Especially during the first half of the fifth century, Greek feelings toward the Phoenicians cannot have been particularly warm, and Greek texts indeed betray a negative attitude toward them.41 Nonetheless, trade with the Aegean did not cease. Fifth-century Attic pottery has been found at Phoenician sites, as have coins from Athens and other Greek cities. The coins were probably at least in part imported for their metallic content. Phoenician cities began issuing their own currencies in the mid-fifth century BCE and needed precious metals to do so.42
 

Throughout the period of Babylonian and Persian domination, Phoenicians appear to have remained a presence in some of the areas where they had landed at an early date, such as Cyprus and Rhodes. But in the fourth and third centuries BCE, they also began to settle in new centers of economic power, most notably Athens and Delos. For centuries they remained engaged in trade over long distances. Their merchants appear in Greek literary and epigraphic sources, and traders from Tyre and Berytus can still be found in the epigraphic record from Roman imperial times. In the troubled world of the fifth century CE, Tyrian merchants were apparently still a conspicuous presence. In his commentary on Ezekiel, written around 410 CE, the Christian scholar Jerome noted that up until his day,

an ingrained passion for trade abides among the Syrians, who rush throughout the whole world out of the desire for profit, and their madness for trading merchandise is so great that … they seek riches in the midst of swords and the killing of wretched people. … It is businessmen of Tyre of this sort who are the ones who trade woven cloth, purple, and embroidered works, and they set out fine linen too, and silk, and chodchod in its market. (Comm. Ezech. 27.15–16)43

The Phoenician diaspora was shaped by specific cultural and historical factors that in many ways made it unique. But its chronological depth and geographical reach also provide it with singular historical relevance. As Fergus Millar observed,

we really could now write a Phoenician-Punic oriented history of the Mediterranean from the eighth century onwards, which would focus on the nature, spread, survival, and decline of Phoenician-Punic culture in Phoenicia itself, in Cyprus, in North Africa, in Sicily, in Spain, in Sardinia, and marginally in Italy. We are not talking about an insignificant or short-lived phenomenon.44

I will study the influence of emerging public institutions on overseas trade, not the spread of Phoenician-Punic culture, as Millar suggested. But precisely the aspects of longevity and geographical range that he emphasized render the Phoenician diaspora well suited as a focal point for such a study.


Phoenician Trade and Domestic Institutions

Biblical texts provide much of the literary evidence for early Phoenician history. They contain hints that by the beginning of the first millennium BCE Phoenician royal houses were engaged in maritime affairs.45 The treaty between the Tyrian king Hiram I and the Israelite king Solomon mentioned in the first book of Kings suggests that Tyre’s royalty controlled a labor force of sailors. Promising to supply Solomon with cedar and cypress wood, Hiram declared: “My servants shall bring it down to the sea from the Lebanon; I will make it into rafts to go by sea to the place you indicate” (1 Kgs 5:6–11).46 Another passage relates how Hiram and Solomon embarked on a joint maritime venture. Reportedly the two monarchs built and outfitted ships to sail to what the Biblical text calls “Ophir,” a land with unknown whereabouts but probably either in East Africa or the southwestern Arabian Peninsula.47 The passage says that Hiram contributed his personal specialists in sailing and navigation to the project: “Hiram sent his servants with the fleet, sailors who were familiar with the sea, together with the servants of Solomon” (1 Kgs 9:26–28).48

The single most important written source for the history of the area during this period is a papyrus text in the late Egyptian language, written in Hieratic script and dating to ca. 1000 BCE. It contains the first-person account of Wen-Amon, who claimed to be an Egyptian envoy sent to the Phoenician city of Byblos to obtain timber for a ceremonial barge for the god Amon. It is often regarded as a piece of fiction rather than an actual travel diary, but there is little doubt that its portrayal of the political and economic relations between Egypt and Byblos is essentially accurate.49

Just as the Biblical passages, the story provides information on Phoenician seafaring enterprise under royal management. To accomplish his mission, Wen-Amon approached King Zakar-Baal of Byblos. The king told him that the royal house possessed fifty coastal ships anchored in Sidon and another twenty seagoing ones anchored at home. Moreover, Zakar-Baal specified that the twenty ships in Byblos were in what the text calls a ḥbr, meaning an “association” or “trading partnership,” with the Egyptian ruler Smendes.50 The arrangement of a fleet run jointly by two monarchs is reminiscent of the partnership between Hiram and Solomon. King Jehoshaphat of Judah and King Ahaziah of Israel are later also said to have cooperated in this way in an (ill-fated) attempt to revive the Ophir trade (1 Kgs 22:48; 2 Chron. 20:35–36).

The phenomenon of Phoenician monarchs managing their personal merchantmen was not limited to tenth-century Byblos. A clay tablet from 676 BCE contains the text of a treaty between the Assyrian king Esarhaddon and the Tyrian king Baal. A clause stipulated that if Tyrian ships were to go down in Assyrian-controlled waters, ownership of the cargo would fall to Esarhaddon. The treaty specified that the clause would apply to either “a ship of Baal or the people of Tyre,” making a distinction between the royal fleet and ships of the city’s private citizens.51

To return to the Wen-Amon papyrus, the text says that fifty of King Zakar-Baal’s ships were anchored in Sidon and were managed together with an otherwise unknown man named Werket-El. He is said to have lived in Tanis, Egypt, but there is general agreement that his name suggests a non-Egyptian origin. His ethnicity is unclear.52 If he did indeed exist, he may have been the Sidonian king sojourning overseas, although the text does not provide any evidence for that hypothesis. More likely he was a Sidonian merchant, perhaps residing in Egypt for reasons of business. If so, he must have been an exceedingly wealthy individual possessing an economic power not far removed from that of royalty. Werket-El may or may not have been a fictional character, but several Biblical texts suggest that Phoenician cities had an influential socioeconomic stratum of such men. Isaiah describes a Tyre “whose merchants were princes, whose traders were the honored of the earth” (23:8). Ezekiel, in a prophecy against the same city, speaks of the “princes of the sea” who at the day of reckoning he foretells “shall step down from their thrones; they shall remove their robes and strip off their embroidered garments” (26:16).53

Wen-Amon mentions a Byblian assembly, which King Zakar-Baal convoked on meeting with the Tjekker people who were demanding the extradition of the Egyptian envoy. The El-Amarna tablets as well refer to such royal counselors, showing that they were a presence in Byblos, Simyra and Arados by the fourteenth century BCE.54 These “lords of the city” or “city rulers” seem to have been members of a powerful elite advising the king on military matters. A Tyrian council of elders also appears in that role in the above-mentioned treaty between King Baal of Tyre and King Esarhaddon of Assyria.55 The common scholarly view is that the mercantile “princes” of Ezekiel and Isaiah comprised the majority of those elders and that Tyre and the other major Phoenician cities were ruled by “merchant oligarchies.”56

All the same, not all Phoenician traders were associated with their city-states’ governing elites. The ones we encounter in the Homeric epics seem to have been operating in Mediterranean waters without any connection to the royal houses or political bodies of their native cities. In one of the lengthier passages where they appear, the swineherd Eumaeus, an aristocrat by birth, tells the tale of how he ended up a slave in Odysseus’ palace (Hom. Od. 15.415–84). Phoenician traders had come to his father’s house bringing pretty objects and jewelry, which they sought to exchange for goods to bring back to their homeland. On discovering that a slave woman working in the palace was originally from Sidon, the Phoenicians proposed to return her to her native city. She agreed, offering to steal as much gold as she could in recompense and promising to bring them the child Eumaeus to sell into slavery. Few specifics are given on the merchandise that the traders either bought or sold; the items they carried with them are only referred to as “beautiful objects” (athyrmata). Some details are provided further on in the story, where one of the sailors is described as showing the ladies of the palace a necklace in gold and amber, which the women admiringly fondled and offered to buy.

Though fictional the story suggests that Phoenician itinerant traders sailed around the Greek islands on long journeys—they stayed for a year at the palace of Eumaeus’ father—seeking principally to barter jewelry and other decorative artifacts, but not eschewing the opportunities of the slave trade if and when they arose.57 Another passage in the Odyssey (14.287–309) points in the same direction, at least where impromptu slave trading is concerned. In Egypt Odysseus met a Phoenician merchant, a man “well skilled in beguilements.”58 The man convinced Odysseus to accompany him to his homeland, where he had a house and other possessions. After a year had lapsed the Phoenician sent a cargo to Libya, putting Odysseus aboard the vessel under false pretenses, in reality intending to sell him into slavery on arrival in Africa. Odysseus narrowly escaped that fate when the ship went down in a storm brought on by Zeus.

It should be noted that the second Homeric story presents a fundamentally different kind of Phoenician trade from the first. The mendacious merchant sent a shipment directly from his homeland to Libya, suggesting that he was involved in business affairs distinct from ad hoc trading with multiple stopping points. Phoenician shipping of that nature finds confirmation in maritime archaeology. Two eighth-century BCE Phoenician shipwrecks found off the coast of Ascalon were carrying mainly wine amphorae.59 That type of cargo implies point-to-point shipping rather than cabotage, and in any case economic activities different from the peddling of metalwork described in the story about Eumaeus.60 But one way or the other, the Homeric epics suggest the existence of Phoenician private traders doing business independently from any royal palace. “Phoenician city-states possibly were dependent on a mixed economy of state intervention and private entrepreneurship, a distinction that remained fluid.”61 How much overseas trade had some public involvement and how much relied entirely on private enterprise the sources unfortunately do not allow us to determine.

A question related to the one about Phoenician ruling coalitions’ intervention in maritime trade is how much control they had over their overseas settlements. Evidence is thin, but the available epigraphic and literary sources do suggest that Phoenician royalty exercised a measure of authority. Early on, Tyre seems to have governed directly several colonies on Cyprus.62 Fragments of two Cypriote bronze bowls show mutilated inscriptions dated to the mid-eighth century BCE. Both contain honorific dedications to Baal Libnan by a skn, meaning “governor” or “representative,” who in one of the texts proclaims himself to be a servant of King Hiram.63 An inscription on a sarcophagus attests to the presence of a Tyrian government official (skn ṣr) at Kition still in the fourth century BCE, suggesting that the settlement remained connected to Tyre, despite having long since become independent from it.64 Tyre’s desire for a continued political influence on Cyprus is understandable given the island’s geographical location and metallic resources. Not only is it the first stopping point going west from the Levantine coast but it is also a major source of copper.

Apart from founding settlements in metal-rich areas, Phoenicians established trading posts in Greek city-states, which emerged in a process of state formation between the eighth and sixth centuries BCE.65 Resident trading groups seem initially to have been limited in number, due perhaps to Greek distrust because of the Phoenician cities’ military collaboration with the Persians. But eventually Phoenician trading groups became a noticeable presence in the Greek world. By the fourth century several of them were firmly established at Athens, as demonstrated by the city’s epigraphic record. A number of inscriptions contain hints that they were connected to the governing bodies of their native cities.

One such inscription, dating to the 360s BCE, shows that a political decision by the Sidonian king Straton (Abdashtart I) had positively affected the economic conditions under which his subjects at Athens operated. The text contains an Athenian public decree honoring Straton for the diplomatic help he had provided Athenian ambassadors on their way to meet with the Persian king.66 A rider to the decree, proposed by a certain Menexenos, granted Sidonian merchants at Athens exemption from the foreign-resident poll tax, the liturgy for festival choruses and property taxes.

We do not know who Menexenos was, although he may have been the man by that name involved in financial affairs mentioned by Isocrates (Trap. 9). If so, he may have been a local Athenian business contact of the Sidonians. True or not, the question is why he proposed the rider. He may have intended this step as a reward for King Straton’s assistance. The key issue would then be whether Straton had anticipated the response, in which case we would be witnessing a Sidonian public policy of sorts aimed at promoting trade. But Darel Engen has suggested a different scenario: Menexenos saw the public decree to honor Straton as “a good opportunity to grant privileges to Sidonian traders in order to encourage them to continue to trade with Athens.”67 One way or the other, the diplomatic help of a Sidonian monarch to Athens had resulted in his subjects enjoying a favorable fiscal position there.

A marble altar with a mid-third-century BCE date provides more epigraphic evidence for ties between a group of Phoenician settlers at Athens and their native political institutions.68 The altar is inscribed with two lines in Phoenician saying that it was commissioned by one Ben-Ḥodeš and consecrated to Sakun, a god equivalent to the Greek Hermes. Ben-Ḥodeš’ father is identified as a judge or magistrate (špṭ) and his grandfather as a seal-keeper (ḥtm), meaning perhaps some type of notary.69 The dedicant thus seems to have come from a family with a tradition of holding official positions of governance, although in what city we do not know. The titles may in fact not even refer to domestic administration. Ben-Ḥodeš’ father could have been the head of one of the Phoenician trading associations at Athens, and could for that reason have been called a špṭ or suffete, as the word is usually transcribed. But more likely he had been a magistrate in the homeland. Suffetes are mostly attested in the Punic world, specifically at Carthage, but they existed in Phoenician cities as well.70 Josephus (C.Ap. 1.21) mentions sixth-century BCE Tyrian dikastai, the Greek translation of suffetes; a dikastês appears in a third-century BCE Greek inscription from Sidon; and the word suffete is also listed in a similarly dated Phoenician inscription from Tyre.71

The question of what the magistracy entailed by the time Ben-Ḥodeš set up his altar is not easy to answer. By then a radical constitutional change had taken place in Phoenician cities: the abolition of kingships in favor of republican forms of government.72 This change was precipitated by Alexander’s conquests, but much about how it unfolded is lost to time. It seems to have taken some fifty years to complete, probably starting with Byblos and ending with Arados.73 In 259 BCE, Arados started minting coins counting from a new era, perhaps commemorating the start of republican rule. This theory is based solely on the numismatic evidence, though, and is not supported by any other source. Alternative explanations are possible. It could be, for instance, that Antiochus II, about to embark on the second Syrian war around that time and in need of local allies, had conferred a special status on the city.74 But either way, when in 218 BCE Antiochus III marched along the Levantine coast, “the people of Arados came to him asking for an alliance,” as Polybius (5.68.7) recounts.75 By that year at least, there no longer was an Aradian sovereign to represent the city.

A second-century CE Italian inscription, discussed farther down, together with Roman-era epigraphic evidence from Phoenicia itself shows that eventu-
ally the systems of government that replaced the monarchies were in the Greek mold of a city council and people’s assembly.76 But it is unclear how closely Greek-style constitutions were followed, nor is it clear whether they were adopted wholesale or introduced piecemeal. By the Hellenistic period Phoenician public officials with Greek titles were active. A Sidonian chief magistrate (archon), for instance, appears in a document on papyrus dated 260–256 BCE.77 However, we know next to nothing about such magistrates, and deciding on their competences based on possible Greek parallels is risky.

A mid-third-century BCE inscription from Athens suggests that Phoenician city constitutions had changed, or were in the process of changing, into Greek-style ones with city councils and assemblies. It contains an honorary, bilingual decree in Phoenician and Greek. According to the Phoenician text, “it was resolved by the Sidonians in assembly” that a certain Šama’baal, a superintendent of a body of men “in charge of the temple and in charge of the buildings in the temple court,” be awarded a gold crown for his services.78 What deities the Sidonians in Athens were venerating at their temple is not stated, but it is a safe assumption that the god Nergal was among them. A mid-third-century BCE Athenian grave inscription mentions a Sidonian priest of that deity.79

The crucial question for my purposes is who “the Sidonians in assembly” were. Below the text in Phoenician a single line in Greek reads: “the koinon of the Sidonians (for) the Sidonian Diopeithes,” a personal name that is an approximate Greek rendering of Šama’baal. On the analogy of the later Phoenician trading associations (koina) on Delos, the word koinon here almost certainly refers to the Sidonians established at Athens. It could have been this group who in a local gathering had voted to honor one of their own.

However, Javier Teixidor has argued that the phrase “the Sidonians in assembly” is unlikely to have indicated the group of migrant settlers.80 First of all, the ethnic identifier is too broad for such a restricted group. In addition, in an inscription from Sidon dating to the third or second century BCE, the word “assembly” (’spt) refers to a municipal legislative body.81 In Teixidor’s reading a general assembly in Sidon had decreed that the community living in Athens should honor one of its members. Such a decision implies that a political body in the homeland possessed information on the performance of an overseas trading group and had the authority to act on that information. The mention of compensation for services rendered suggests that the assembly members were aware of the usefulness to Sidon of the Athenian settlers.

Walter Ameling has contested Teixidor’s reading, attributing the decree for Šama’baal to the Sidonians established at Athens. But it would be highly unusual for a diaspora group to grant an honorand a gold crown by vote in a formal gathering and to record the decision in a public inscription. By contrast, it was common for the Athenian assembly to do so (some examples are in the section on Athens below). It seems to me more plausible that what we are seeing is a newly minted Sidonian public body emulating the Athenian practice. Moreover, Ameling’s interpretation is in large part based on an alleged absence of other instances of Phoenician municipal institutions exercising authority over their overseas trading groups. But he dismisses an inscription from Puteoli, Italy, which Teixidor in my view correctly presents as a parallel.

The Puteolan inscription is much longer than the one from Athens and much richer in historical detail. It says that in 174 CE a group of men from Tyre domiciled in Puteoli sent a letter to the public authorities of their native city.82 The reason for their missive, they explained, was to request help with rent payments for a communal building that they were leasing. Strictly speaking they were asking that Tyre take over the annual rent, presumably from the city’s public purse. But they also reminded the council and assembly that their station, unlike its counterpart in Rome, did not receive fees from shipowners and merchants, which suggests that they were in reality thinking of a different solution. The reply they received is also inscribed, and it would seem that the city council picked up on the hint and gave them what they were angling for. It decreed that the Tyrians in Rome were to pay the rent for the building in Puteoli. It seems unlikely that the Roman-based Tyrians, who seem not to have been consulted on any of this, could have ignored the council’s decision against them.83 Their Puteolan colleagues inscribed the decree in stone and evidently considered the matter settled.


An important question that unfortunately has no obvious answer is what means the council might have had to enforce its decision. The Tyrians in Puteoli claimed that “our fatherland provides for two stations” (l. 40–41). Based on that phrase, we can speculate that public money went to Italy and that cutting off funding might have been an option. But no mention of such funding is made in the inscription, and it is clear that lease sums were not paid by Tyre. Perhaps we should instead be thinking of coercion through the threat of ending agency relations. The councilors might have had shared interests with the agents’ principals; it is equally conceivable that some of them were the principals. But regardless of how the decision was enforced, a hint of what was at stake is a mention of the advantage to Tyre that the overseas group provided. The councilors in their discussion of the request proclaimed that a continued presence of the Puteolan station was “to the benefit of the city” (l. 37), which seems to have been more than rhetoric. In all likelihood they based their assessment on accurate information. The petitioners wrote that there were many establishments in Puteoli similar to their own, “as most of you know” (l. 6).

If details escape us, the conclusion must be that well-informed civic bodies in Tyre cooperated with, and had authority over, agents stationed overseas and that this arrangement was perceived to be in the city’s interest by its governing establishment. Of course, Roman-era Tyre was no longer an independent city-state. But the Roman empire was not, and could not be, centrally ruled from the capital. The imperial state left much day-to-day administration to local urban governments, especially in domestic affairs such as this one.

Phoenician Trade and Greco-Roman Institutions

Regardless of any control from their domestic civic bodies, diasporas were under some form of political control from their hosts. Cooperation with their host societies was essential to their success as trading organizations, and they had to take care in navigating the public institutional environment they encountered overseas. In the Aegean, Phoenician traders were confronted with increasingly mature political institutions following the process of state formation there starting in the eighth century BCE. They had to adapt to the socio-politically complex environment that eventually emerged, but could also turn it to their advantage.

Many Greek cities were generally wary of foreign elements, as Alain Bresson noted in a study on the right of entry into Greek harbors: “Greek political thought … in different forms displays a permanent concern for keeping foreigners at bay, especially merchants. … In the classical period the prototype of a city generous with its access to foreigners was Athens. … Still, even in the most open of cities their potential closure to strangers remained a basic principle of sovereignty.”84 Such restricted access and desire for control over trade and traders seems to agree with the fundamental logic of the natural state. However, classical Athens had a democratic form of government and was not ruled by a small coalition of rent-seeking elites held together by a need for conflict control. The question thus inevitably presents itself: Does it qualify as a natural state?

Oddly enough, given the importance of that question for the validity of their framework, North, Wallis and Weingast have little to say on the matter. In an aside they call Athens a “mature natural state,” and thus ultimately an oligarchy, although one that was “on the doorstep of the transition” to an open-access society.85 Broodbank’s assessment of classical Athens in his study of Mediterranean longue durée history seems broadly in agreement with that view. In his judgment the city represented the far side of a sliding scale of oligarchies typical of the contemporary Greek world. The “creation of several tens of thousands of adult male citizens throughout Athens and Attica (at best a fifth of the total population, and, of course, excluding all women, slaves and foreigners) simply represented one end of a spectrum that ran through large, inclusive oligarchies such as Sparta’s.”86 By contrast, Josiah Ober firmly rejects the notion that Athens might have been a natural state. Accentuating the city’s democratic credentials, he judges that it “diverged markedly” from the model: “Natural states are not democratic; they seek to restrict access to institutions; they tend not to extend rights to secure possession of property or other privileges beyond the small and tightly patrolled ambit of the ruling coalition.”87

This is a complex issue, partly because North, Wallis and Weingast’s binary framework is too rigid, partly because at the most basic level valuating Greek democracy is a matter of seeing the glass as half full or half empty. The true depth of classical Greek democracy is too big a topic to be treated satisfactorily here. But an exhaustive discussion is also not necessary. What matters for my purposes is that Greek city-states, including Athens, displayed natural-state behavioral characteristics in desiring to control trading access to their societies.

In developing procedures for selected outsiders to acquire publicly conferred status, they both facilitated and regulated foreign merchants’ interaction with their communities. An important civic institution of that type involved awarding a noncitizen the honorific title of “public friend” (proxenos), a grant that entailed not only rights but also duties. A public friend provided services to the city-state that honored him, receiving privileged status there in return.88 He was also expected to represent the interests of that city-state in his home community. A public friend, who could but need not reside in the granting city, performed an intermediary role between two distant polities, tying them together through his benefactions and position as representative. Through such men, cities maintained networks of cooperation that could encompass diplomatic and political but also economic and trade-related matters.89

To remain meaningful, the grant of public friendship must have been subject to rigorous supervision by city-states’ political institutions. But its controlled conferral by no means rendered it a marginal phenomenon, as shown by the roughly 2,500 securely identified decrees voted on over a span of about five centuries, starting around 500 BCE. Moreover, inscribing a decree in stone and putting it up in a public space was supplementary to the status it already provided an honorand. The implication is that many, if not most, decrees will never have been inscribed. We can only guess at what we are not seeing, but in William Mack’s “very conservative” estimate the sum total must have been in the vicinity of 1.2 million, which, if anywhere near the mark, is a staggering number indeed.90

The fact that not all decrees were inscribed also means that the first epigraphic attestations of public friendship almost certainly postdate its genesis as an institution. For Greek city-states, extending the honor was an expression of what it meant to act as a political entity. The emergence of the practice seems to have had deep historical roots and seems to have been intimately related to early state formation. As Malcolm Wallace wrote, “Few aspects of Greek inter-state relations … so graphically illustrate the detailed workings of the slowly widening archaic political consciousness.”91 His study of early evidence for public friendship suggests that the institution dates back to the mid-sixth century BCE and had fully developed by the start of the fifth. It probably originated in mainland Greece and from there spread quickly to the larger Greek world, including Sicily and the southern Italian mainland (see the Appendix for a fourth-century BCE example also from North Africa).

In the standard granting procedure, the city council and people’s assembly of a city-state decided to elevate a foreigner to the status of public friend on the recommendation of one of their citizens. Typically the grant was made hereditary, applying also to the honorand’s male offspring. Greek political bodies thus provided selected foreigners with not only personalized but also multigenerational privileges. The institution of public friendship was a powerful device that could be greatly beneficial to diaspora trade. It gave foreigners both the means and the incentives to act as “cross-cultural brokers,” enabling them to establish intercommunity relations that were more encompassing than personal business connections, which by their nature were socially restricted and ephemeral.92

The award of public friendship was almost always accompanied by the grant of the title euergetȇs or “benefactor.” But the honor of being named a benefactor was also regularly granted in isolation. This distinct use of the two terms is indicative of the different meanings they carried. Men who were public friends were considered to be benefactors as well, but of a specific kind. Men who were solely benefactors, on the other hand, had done well for a city in ways that did not warrant the grant of public friendship.93 In the classical Greek period, being named a benefactor was an honor almost exclusively restricted to foreigners. The reason for denying citizens the opportunity to distinguish themselves in this way was probably a desire not to disrupt the egalitarian ethos of the city-state.94 But in any case, with its restriction to foreigners, the honor, like public friendship, constituted an institution dedicated to the construction of intercommunity ties.

The number of public friendship decrees along with other grants of interstate honors decreased markedly in the second half of the second century BCE, to go into precipitous decline after ca. 100 BCE. The institution can still be traced in the second-century CE epigraphic record, but by that time it was no more than a faint echo of what it had been.95 As public friendship was a means of regulating interstate affairs—both diplomatic and economic—its disappearance seems to be indicative of more general changes in the way states interacted.

Mack indeed places the dissolution of the institution in the context of larger interstate developments in the ancient Mediterranean. He argues that the weight of the Roman republic as the increasingly authoritative source of state prestige led to a reduced emphasis on Greek intercity connections. The pro-
cess of institutional redirection continued under the empire, when Greek cities began to compete for new, Rome-oriented honorary titles such as “provincial center of the imperial cult” (neôkoros).96 As Mack explains it, what happened is that the complex of Greek interstate honorific institutions had been

a pluralistic system in which authority was dispersed, albeit never evenly, between the state-actors within it. … Rome’s rise to a position of domination first reduced the importance for poleis of advertising or commemorating these social networks in that it constituted a higher and more final authority. Eventually, by monopolizing authority within the interstate system in ways which had been beyond the Hellenistic kings, and thereby monopolizing also symbols of prestige, it undermined the euergetical basis of these institutions. … Some of the institutional effort which cities had previously placed into establishing and maintaining links with peer-polities was now redirected to Rome.97

This explanation seems convincing to me, although I think that the Hellenistic kingdoms’ limited effect on public friendship was not due solely to their inability to exert their authority Mediterranean-wide. In my view the successor states could well have assumed the same prestige-monopolizing role that Rome would later possess, certainly for urban trade networks falling within their respective borders. I suggest that under Hellenistic rule the style of royal governance was an equally significant factor in the continuation of public friendship. Hellenistic kings presented themselves as the champions of Greek freedom, leaving cities a large degree of autonomy not only for reasons of expediency but also of ideology and rule legitimization.98 All the same, in my view Mack is right in pointing to Rome’s growing hegemony as the determining factor in the decline of public friendship.

The increasing Roman influence on Mediterranean institutional development after the mid-second century BCE is reflected in the operation of the Phoenician trade diaspora. First of all, when the center of economic power shifted westward to Italy, the diaspora’s settlement pattern changed accordingly. Phoenicians did not abandon the Greek world, but evidence suggests that Rome and Puteoli became the main focus of their activities. Second, with the geopolitical focus shifting away from Greek cities, the settler-host dynamic changed. Public friendship decrees for Phoenicians disappear from our evidence. What we witness instead is Phoenicians publicly showing allegiance to the power of Rome in general and, under the principate, specifically the person of the emperor. In so doing they followed an emerging practice of emperor worship, which would eventually grow into what is commonly called the “imperial cult.”

That phrase is useful as a shorthand, although it should be emphasized that there was never a single entity identifiable as “the” imperial cult practiced uniformly throughout the empire. Rather “there was a series of different cults sharing a common focus in the worship of the emperor, his family or predecessors, but … operating quite differently according to a variety of different local circumstances.”99 Still, I propose that emperor worship constitutes what Arthur Denzau and North have called a “shared mental model.” Such a model facilitates group coordination by providing “those who share it … with a set of concepts and language which makes communication easier.”100 Despite its different outward forms, emperor worship provided the inhabitants of the empire with a common ideological language, conceptually connected to the authority of the central state (see also chapters 4 and 5).

With the consolidation of the imperial cult into an established shared mental model, diaspora traders were handed a new way to connect to their host communities. The dynamic of engaging in imperial cult practices obviously differed from the dynamic of engaging in the intercity relations that had governed public friendship. All the same, in both cases the outcome was that overseas traders utilized a public institution to bridge the divide between them and their hosts to create a more secure economic environment.101 This development is already visible in the evidence from Hellenistic Delos and on full display in the evidence from imperial-era Italy.

In the sections to follow I will trace the changing role that public institutions played in the interaction between Phoenician diaspora traders and their Mediterranean host societies. My discussion will be roughly chronological, starting with Rhodes and Cos, where Phoenicians were present already before the classical Greek period, and then moving on to Athens, where as far as we can tell they arrived only later. I will proceed to discuss subsequent developments on independent and then Athenian-controlled Delos, ending with second-century CE Puteoli.

Rhodes, Cos and Athens

Phoenician contacts with Rhodes seem to have begun already in the mid-ninth century BCE, perhaps unsurprisingly given the island’s location as a gateway into the Aegean for sailors coming from the Levant. Votive objects and burials together with archaeological evidence for workshops attest to settlements of Phoenicians dating back to the late eighth century BCE.102 The intensity of their interaction with Rhodes started to decline in the seventh century, and by the sixth the Greek influence on the island had become dominant. But the memory of early contacts between Greeks and Phoenicians lived on in the classical literary tradition, preserved in stories betraying mostly the territorial rivalry between the two groups.103 Ergias of Rhodes, for instance, recounted how in some unspecified, remote past Phoenician settlers got tricked by the Greek commander Iphiclos into vacating the island under terms of a truce (Ath. Deip. 8.61).

Regardless of whether the Phoenicians abandoned Rhodes altogether, as Ergias would have us believe, in the mid-third century BCE their activity definitely picked up again. By that time Rhodes was still independent, but Phoenician cities were not. In the course of the third century they would fall to first the Ptolemaic and then the Seleucid kingdom.104 However, as explained above, the rise of the successor states did not fatally weaken the Greek complex of honorific institutions originally established by autonomous city-states. Under Hellenistic rule, public friendship continued to be a way for distant communities to maintain bilateral ties.

Hellenistic-era Rhodes was a wealthy island and a vibrant center of seaborne commerce, attracting large numbers of foreigners.105 Men and women from several Phoenician cities were among those, as the epigraphic record shows. At Lindos on the island’s east coast an inscription dating to around 225 BCE contains a dedication to Zeus Sôter (likely the Greek rendering of a version of Baal) made by one Zenon from Arados. An Aradian by that name, probably the same man, also appears in another dedication from Lindos, made this time to the local deity Athena Lindia.106 Both inscriptions are short, but what makes them interesting for my purposes is Zenon’s identification as a public friend. Although the honor was a typical Greek affair, the fact that an Aradian could receive it shows that the web of intercommunity relations it wove included non-Greek cities.

Also at Lindos, an Aradian named Dionysios and his sister Phila ca. 215 BCE set up a statue of their mother, Astis, which they dedicated to Athena Lindia and Heracles.107 Dionysios presented himself as a local benefactor, although his donations to Rhodes are not specified. But whatever they might have been, we may see here more than an isolated case where a man from Phoenicia had acquired local status through a Greek honorific institution. Dionysios’ father was named Zenon, the inscription documents. Given the find location and date of the inscription, he seems likely to have been the son of the Rhodian public friend Zenon recorded in the two dedications just mentioned.108 The grant of public friendship was intended to create intergenerational ties of mutual trust and benefit, and Dionysios was thus a natural heir to the position of Rhodian benefactor.

Communities from the other main Phoenician coastal cities were also present on Rhodes. The Rhodian benefactor Dionysios and his sister Phila counted as citizens of Arados, but their mother, Astis, had come from Sidon. Several inscriptions suggest that she formed part of a larger Sidonian enclave, at least one of whose members also managed to attract public honors. A Sidonian named Protimos appears in two inscriptions as a Rhodian benefactor.109 The other two large Phoenician cities, Berytus and Tyre, were represented on the island as well.110 A number of their citizens are listed in inscriptions as metoikoi, official permanent residents. Most of our evidence on metoikia comes from classical Athens. Whether it carried the same meaning on Rhodes is unknown, but it is clear that the Phoenician recipients possessed an officially recognized status on the island.111

A particularly informative Greek honorific inscription was found a little to the north of Rhodes on the island of Cos, where a certain Theron, son of Boudastratos from Tyre, was made a public friend sometime in the fourth or third century BCE.112 Coan city officials declared that the marble stele with the granting decree was to be set up in the “Temple of the Twelve Gods,” augmenting the already considerable public honor. The inscription gives details on the rights conferred. It says that Theron could freely enter and exit the Coan harbor, whether in times of peace or war, adding that this privilege would apply to himself and his descendants, and to their persons and their possessions. As in the case of Zenon and his son Dionysios from Arados on Rhodes, we see here the intergenerational aspect of the institution of public friendship. The privileges that the Coans bestowed must have been attractive to someone sailing frequently turbulent and war-torn waters. Moreover, as Bresson observed, the grant of the rights to enter and exit and “import and export” demonstrates that such privileges were by no means a given.113 Possessing them must have provided Theron with a substantial advantage in his maritime ventures.

In line with the trade-diaspora argument I am advancing, I propose that the benefits conferred on him were helpful to trade between Tyre and Cos more generally. Theron was incentivized to retain those benefits for himself and to secure them for his sons by acting as a dependable “cross-cultural broker.” That behavior had positive effects on economic trust, especially by fortifying an intercommunity enforcement mechanism. Any Tyrian denounced by Theron as a cheater or shirker would have found himself barred from business on Cos. The threat of collective action provided a strong incentive to all Tyrians coming to the island to respect the rules of trade. Theron might also have warned Coans sailing to Tyre of unreliable business partners in his native city, promoting rule-compliant behavior there. While he obviously derived individual benefit from his position as a Coan public friend, he was expected to act in the shared interest of two connected societies. The same held true for the Aradian and Sidonian benefactors on Rhodes, who were also put in the position of trusted representatives between their own and a Greek community.

I add that the emphasis I place here on private order is not to deny the potential usefulness of well-functioning public institutions of adjudication. In the Greek world, as elsewhere, the resolution of commercial conflicts was doubtless overwhelmingly done informally.114 Yet as a last resort it might well have involved the use of official courts of law, which provided a platform to broadcast perceived misbehavior and to receive a public endorsement of an aggrieved party’s position. Rhodes seems to have possessed such institutions. Demosthenes (56.47) imagined Athenians litigating in a Rhodian court, which suggests that the Rhodian legal system was deemed to be dependable in settling intercommunity disputes.115 Still, even if disputants went the route of official litigation, what made them abide by the verdict was private-order enforcement (see chapter 1).


Hellenistic Cos and Rhodes were both wealthy maritime hubs, but Athens had already in the classical era established itself as the cultural and economic center of the Greek world. In the fifth and fourth centuries BCE the city, and especially its harbor area of the Piraeus, attracted many foreigners, who left a noticeable mark on the epigraphic record. Epitaphs commemorating people from overseas number in the thousands.116 Phoenicians are among them: epitaphs for Sidonians, Berytians, Aradians and Tyrians date from the fourth century BCE to the time of the early Roman empire.117

Ancient authors as well give information on the presence of Phoenicians in the larger urban area of Athens, including the Bay of Phaleron. Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Din. 10) refers to a now-lost speech by the orator Dinarchus, written on the occasion of a lawsuit over a priesthood of Poseidon, brought by the Phalerians against the resident Phoenicians.118 Scattered literary passages suggest that trade and finance were the Phoenicians’ main activities. Isocrates (Trap. 4) tells of an occasion where one Pythodoros, a Phoenician, acted as a financial intermediary for the Athenian banker Pasion. Demosthenes (34.6) mentions a substantial loan of 4,500 drachmas extended to Phormio by a Phoenician named Theodoros, who operated in the Piraeus.

As on Rhodes and Cos, Phoenicians appear in public friendship decrees. One such decree dates to the 320s BCE and honors two Tyrians, father and son, named Hieron and Apses. The first lines of the text are fragmentary but may record that the honorands had brought grain to Athens from Carthage at a price lower than was available in Italy.119 Athens had trouble with its food supply at the time, so the city had good reason to be grateful for the shipments, all the more so because the honorands reportedly continued to provide their services.120 Noteworthy is the connection that Tyre evidently maintained with its former North African colony (more on that topic in the Appendix). For their benefactions, the honorands were awarded gold crowns as well as public friendship. The latter honor was to be hereditary, once more demonstrating the permanent, intergenerational bond between foreigners and a Greek city that it was meant to forge. Finally, the two men were given the formal right to own real estate at Athens, a privilege that for diaspora traders must have been extremely attractive, especially if we assume that this right was hereditary as well.121

Judging from the epigraphic record, the Sidonians were the most prominent Phoenician group established at Athens. I have discussed above the award of a gold crown by a Sidonian assembly to Šama’baal, and the Athenian honorary decree for the Sidonian king Straton, whose diplomatic help to Athens was rewarded with tax exemptions for his subjects. In addition, a Sidonian appears in a public friendship inscription. It honors Apollonides, son of Demetrios, much in the way that the Tyrians Hieron and Apses were honored in the roughly contemporary decree just mentioned.122 In the case of Apollonides it is not made explicit what he had accomplished to be deemed worthy of the considerable honors bestowed upon him: public friendship for him and his children, a gold crown worth a thousand drachmas, the right to own Athenian real estate and a commemorative inscription set up on the Acropolis at public expense. But whatever benefit Apollonides may have provided the Athenians, it was surely trade related; he was honored on the recommendation of merchants and shipowners.

It was not lost on the Athenian historian and philosopher Xenophon that holding out such public honors to foreign merchants would strengthen commercial ties. He proposed measures in that spirit when Athens faced war-induced economic difficulties:

It would also be an excellent plan to reserve front seats in the theater for merchants and shipowners, and to offer them hospitality occasionally, when the high quality of their ships and merchandise entitles them to be considered benefactors of the state. With the prospect of these honors before them they would look on us as friends and hasten to visit us to win the honor as well as the profit. The rise in the number of residents and visitors would of course lead to a corresponding expansion of our imports and exports, of sales, rents and customs. (Por. 3.4–5)123

Xenophon was proposing to grant foreign traders and shipowners formal hospitality in the magistrates’ hall (prytaneion), the highest honor the Athenian state had to offer. Whether Athens was willing to go quite that far is debated, but it is clear that the stimulating economic effect of extending civic honors to foreign merchants was well understood at the public level.124 The policy element of the practice did not end there. Stephen Lambert has emphasized that inscriptions with honorific decrees voted on by public bodies were “physical monuments deliberately placed in particular locations.”125 Such public display was intended to influence behavior more widely. Others were implicitly invited to win a similar distinction for themselves.

City-states had strategic goals in extending and displaying honors, including goals of an economic nature. But although city-states set the parameters and decided what privileges were conferred, the benefits allowed the recipients considerable leverage within their host and home communities alike. The honorands’ position as esteemed benefactors to their hosts made them and their descendants pivotal men for intercommunity trust and enforcement. We thus see here a reciprocal and fluid process in which public authorities encouraged and regulated trade in ways that simultaneously strengthened the private order on which it relied.

I repeat that none of this is to deny the potential usefulness of public institutions of adjudication. Athens had a well-established court system that at least in theory was capable of handling intercommunity cases in an impartial manner. In practice, it seems things did not always work out that way.126 But whatever the risk of suboptimal outcomes might have been, without much doubt courts were used strictly as a last resort, if for no other reason than to avoid legal fees.127 As on Rhodes and Cos, a reliance on informal settlement remained the preferred option in trade disputes. Yet once again, even if official litigation was the route that disputants chose to take, private-order mechanisms provided the necessary enforcement.

Independent and Athenian-Ruled Delos

Public encouragement of and control over trade can also be seen on Hellenistic Delos, together with Athens the site that has yielded the most abundant epigraphic evidence for Phoenician commercial ventures in the Greek world. Phoenician activity on Delos increased significantly after the island became a duty-free entrepot in 167 BCE, but mercantile relations extended back in time by at least a century and probably even further. A bilingual fourth-century BCE Delian inscription commemorates Tyrian “sacred sailors” (hieronautai), who dedicated statues of Tyre and Sidon to Apollo.128


As the site of a celebrated Apollonian sanctuary, Delos’ needs for long-distance trade prior to its position as a duty-free hub were in large part dictated by the temple economy. Accounts of the temple’s revenues and expenditures were published annually in inscriptions, which provide us with precious information on what the sanctuary’s administration bought and took in. Several Phoenicians are listed in the accounts. A Herakleides Phoinix, an artisan and metalworker, appears in the one from 276 BCE. If he is to be equated with the abundantly attested metals trader with the same name but unspecified origin, he had a fifty-year career on Delos.129 Another Phoenician Herakleides, or maybe the same man yet again, appears in the temple account of 269 BCE. He is not labeled with the generic term Phoinix but identified as a man from Tyre. Herakleides, the account records, had sold two elephant tusks to the temple, a sale that fits a long tradition of Phoenician specialized trade in ivory.130 Yet another Phoenician appears in the account from 192 BCE. This man, named Apollonios, must have enjoyed considerable social trust on Delos, as he acted as a guarantor in a lease agreement for “sacred houses” (hierai oikiai), temple property leased out to increase the sanctuary’s revenue.131

Finally, a large body of evidence exists for Aradians on Hellenistic Delos. A third-century BCE inscription on an exedra displays a list of eight names, among them a Eukleia from Arados, the wife of Jason, and a Sillis from the same city; around 235 BCE a certain Straton from Arados donated a libation bowl to Apollo.132 No fewer than three decrees record that Aradians were elevated to the status of Delian public friend. In the best preserved one, a Jason, son of Theogeiton, is honored for his services to the temple, the city and the Delian community. His benefactions seem in part to have consisted of extending help to Delian citizens in financial difficulties: “he works with all enthusiasm among those who should happen to have need,” the decree reports.133

In a discussion of the Aradian inscriptions on Delos, Gary Reger has cautioned against the temptation of combining them to paint a picture of a multigenerational trading and banking enterprise. Such restraint seems prudent to me. However, given the economic activities of Phoenicians both on Delos and elsewhere in the Greek world, concluding that the Aradians’ “dealings with Delos had political or religious significance” and that it “was Delos’s sanctity, not its economy, that generated the respect it received” strike me as over-corrections.134 I am inclined to think that the decrees of public friendship for the Aradians point to an economic relationship that was well understood to be mutually beneficial, as was the case on Rhodes, on Cos and at Athens. As in those places, public friends had the means and motivation to act as gate-keepers in trade relations between their home and their host communities. The Aradians’ position as honored representatives and trusted intermediaries provided them with incentives to sustain private-order enforcement, which discouraged opportunistic behavior within Aradian-Delian trade.

If Phoenician ties with Delos predated 167 BCE, they grew appreciably stronger after the island became a duty-free emporium under Athenian management. Rome had granted it that status to punish Rhodes, which had had the temerity to show independent diplomatic initiative after the conclusion of the Third Macedonian War.135 The step was effective in dealing a painful blow to the commercial position of Rhodes where, according to Polybius (30.31.10–12), revenue from harbor dues dropped by 85 percent. For a period of about eighty years Delos became the leading East-Mediterranean entrepot, attracting a geographically wide range of traders, including southern Italians. It abruptly lost its central position when in 88 BCE it was raided by the Pontic king Mithridates, a shock from which it would never recover.136

All the most prominent Phoenician cities were represented on Delos between 167 and 88 BCE. A large number of individuals from Tyre, Berytus, Sidon and Arados appear in funerary stelae, ephebes’ lists, temple records and religious dedications.137 Not all those people were long-distance traders— some were artisans—but considerable segments of certainly the Berytians and Tyrians were involved in overseas commerce. Both groups maintained associations that ranked among the most active on Delos. In a well-known study of Delian trade, Nicholas Rauh wrote: “The groups making the most frequent dedications, constructing the most permanent installations, and hence playing the greatest role in the community, tended to organize themselves according to ethnically cohesive religious associations of a distinctly fraternal type.”138 That description, practically the definition of a trade diaspora, certainly applies to the Tyrian and Berytian groups.


In the Delian epigraphic record, no single instance can be found after 167 BCE of Phoenicians receiving a grant of public friendship. One reason why might have been the island’s social makeup, which in the Greek world was wholly unique. Because of Delos’ establishment as a freeport, the foreign population there swelled in number to the point where it became larger than the native.139 In addition, our sources are incomplete because not all inscriptions survive and, moreover, most decrees were never inscribed in the first place. Those circumstances may provide part of the explanation for the lack of evidence for Phoenician public friends on Delos after 167 BCE. But the rise of Rome as the dominant state in the Mediterranean seems likely to have been the main reason, especially as Delos’ emporium position was a product of that rise. Other signs that the political center of gravity in the Mediterranean was shifting westward are the appearance of epigraphic expressions of loyalty to Roman power made by Phoenician diaspora groups.

Emblematic are the inscriptions and honorific monuments set up by the association (koinon or synodos) of the Poseidoniastai from Berytus, worshippers of Berytian Baal, a deity equated with Poseidon. The merchants, ship-owners and warehousemen who made up this association possessed a building on Delos, a structure both epigraphically and archaeologically attested.140 Its physical remains show that its core consisted of banqueting rooms, a peri-style courtyard, a vestibule and a multiroom “sacred area” (fig. 2.2).

One of the inscriptions set up by the Berytian association records how its members in their meetings had honored the Athenian people with crowns; a second documents how they had erected a public monument to the Athenians.141 Both dedications were overt expressions of loyalty to Athens, but in the end also to Rome. Athenian authority over Delos squarely depended on Rome’s say-so. Polybius (30.20.2) reports how the Athenians had begged the Roman senate to be placed in possession of the island.

Displays of loyalty directly to Rome as the dominant political power on the Delian scene are also manifest in the evidence from the building of the Berytians. The four cell-like rooms on its western side were given over to religious practices. Unsurprisingly, one of the rooms (no. ii) was dedicated to the group’s patron deity Poseidon (Berytian Baal), shown by an inscribed statue base found still in its original location. The adjacent room (no. iii) was reserved for the Semitic goddess Astarte, while the most southern one (no. iv) was either dedicated to another Phoenician god, Eshmun, or used as a kind of vestry.142
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Fig. 2.2. Delian building of the Poseidoniastai from Berytus. Image courtesy of Monika Trümper.


Room no. i, meanwhile, was dedicated to Rome personified as a goddess, once more shown by an inscribed statue base. In the northwestern corner of a forecourt (X) an altar to the same goddess, Roma, was set up.143 Furthermore, around 90 BCE the building received an honorary statue of the Roman military commander Gnaeus Octavius. This was a powerful man to be affiliated with, belonging to a three-generation line of consuls and high-ranking officers.144 The inscribed base praised him as the association’s benefactor, suggesting that the Berytians enjoyed friendly relations with members of the Roman ruling elite.145

The statue of the goddess Roma in the sacred area would not have been visible looking in from the street through the narrow hallway beyond the doorway, and neither would the altar to the goddess in the forecourt. This architectural arrangement implies that shows of adherence to political authority were meant to be seen only by association members and visitors to the building. In Monika Trümper’s view, the

various measures used to show the Poseidoniasts’ reverence to Athens and Rome inside the clubhouse were most likely not intended to constantly remind and assure the Poseidoniasts of their loyalties to these “super-powers”; instead they suggest that Athenian and Roman representatives were invited to the clubhouse on specific occasions or even on a regular basis.146

This is speculation of course, but I think Trümper is right in assuming that the multiple displays of political loyalty were not meant for private consumption, an idea corroborated by the public monument that the Poseidoniastai set up to honor the people of Athens.

A second Phoenician association of merchants and shipowners, from Tyre this time, is known through only a single inscription.147 The text uses a variety of ways to refer to the Tyrians as a collective—koinon, synodos, thiasos—terms that may have been synonyms but that may also have indicated subsections with different tasks. Even from the sole surviving epigraphic source it is evident that the Tyrians maintained an elaborate organization, likely not dissimilar to the one of the Berytian Poseidoniastai. It centered on the worship of Heracles, the Greek rendering of the Tyrian ancestral god Melqart (“the cause of the greatest good things that happen to people and the founder of our original homeland,” the text solemnly declares).148 Like their Berytian counterparts, the Tyrians maintained a building on Delos. So far, no architectural remains of this structure have been identified, a situation that will hopefully change one day as Delos’ rich archaeology continues to be explored.

The inscription records how ca. 153 BCE the Tyrian association had dispatched an embassy to Athens, led by Patron, son of Dorotheos, one of its members. The aim of this mission was to obtain permission from the Athenian authorities to build a sacred enclosure to Heracles. As Patron was honored as a benefactor he obviously succeeded. It would be interesting to know if the Berytians had taken a similar step before constructing their communal building, but unfortunately we do not know. Either way, evidently the Tyrian organization of traders and shipowners engaged politically with the civic institutions in charge of Delos, just as their Berytian counterparts did.

What we are witnessing in the interaction between the Phoenician associations and the public authorities ruling Delos is a double-sided process: first of all, Rome as the now-dominant state in the Mediterranean exercising control over trade, and, second, diasporas turning that control to their advantage. Rome had made Delos a freeport nominally in Athenian charge, thereby immediately interfering in Mediterranean commerce. Through its military and political might it was redirecting trade flows, allowing access to business to whomever it favored. Diaspora traders, including Tyrians and Berytians, sought the endorsement of the public authorities of their host community, not unlike what they had done before through public friendship. Because a dominant imperial state had superimposed a layer of political power on local civic bodies, that is where they directed their efforts.

The official stamp of approval of the public rule-setting institutions on Delos elevated the Phoenician organizations’ standing and heightened their perceived trustworthiness within the Delian community. As a result, their members acquired a stronger bargaining position in trade, an advantage they were incentivized to maintain by engaging in ongoing behavior as reliable business partners and loyal supporters of the dominant state. Their display of cooperation with political power, in other words, encouraged rule-compliant behavior, fostered economic trust and strengthened private order.


At the same time, the fact that the Phoenicians expressed political allegiance rendered the process reciprocal and mutually beneficial. They sent loyalty signals to high Roman officials and displayed their adherence to Roman rule. They thus acknowledged the state’s legitimacy, thereby reinforcing its hold on power. What all this demonstrates is that, as with public friendship in the Greek world of the preceding centuries, the Roman state’s role in trade was not a top-down or unidirectional affair. It allowed merchants to manipulate state power, giving them an important degree of agency, while simultaneously satisfying the state’s need for rule legitimization. The evidence from Puteoli shows the continuation of that double-sided process under the Roman empire.

Imperial-Era Puteoli

After Mithridates’ attack on Delos, the island began a rapid descent into mercantile obscurity. Much of its business relocated to Puteoli, an Italian port city already called a “lesser Delos” by the second-century BCE poet Lucilius (Paul. Festi 88.4). The current state of our evidence does not allow us to say if Phoenicians were established in Puteoli before 88 BCE. They certainly were by 174 CE, though. From what we gather from the lengthy inscription discussed above, the Tyrians had by that time been maintaining a Puteolan presence for a considerable while.

Other Phoenician groups were active in the city as well. An unfortunately rather mutilated wax tablet dating to 57 CE probably records the arrival of a ship there from Sidon.149 Berytians as well were present in Puteoli. In a short inscription, the worshippers of Jupiter Heliopolitanus, the great god of Baalbek, stated the rules governing access to their Puteolan burial site.150 From the viewpoint of internal group governance, the most informative line is the closing one. It says that only organization members “who will have continued doing nothing against the law and statute of the corpus” could enter through the gates of the necropolis and have access to its streets. Here we see a foreign community established overseas for generations that was engaged in religious “boundary maintenance” and that was self-policing. The group appears again in an inscription from ca. 115 CE as the “worshippers of Jupiter Heliopolitanus, Berytians, who live in Puteoli.” The text records that they honored Trajan with a dedication, which contains a full list of the emperor’s official titles.151


By the time of Trajan, the incremental shift in the Mediterranean from a pluralistic political landscape to a unipolar world in which a single state wielded ultimate power had long been completed. In the latter constellation it was still possible for diaspora traders to engage with their hosts at the local civic level, as they had done before in Greek city-states as benefactors and public friends. The Tyrians did not miss an opportunity to do so, as we will see below. But a different way of building a position favorable to trade within their host society had also become available: displays of allegiance to the overriding authority of the central state. A development in that direction had already been manifest on Delos. The Puteolan evidence shows its continuation and logical terminus: public expressions of loyalty to the emperor as the embodiment of state authority.

We know from the inscription discussed above that a group of Tyrians resided in Puteoli in the second half of the second century; in 174 CE they wrote a letter to their native city to request help with the rent payments for their communal building.152 The costs incurred for the maintenance of the cults of their fatherland and expenditures for the Puteolan “Ox-Sacrifice Games” had depleted their budget, they explained (l. 9–12). Adding to their financial burden was a building refurbishment they had undertaken in honor of the “sacred festival days of the emperor” (l. 13–15), probably a recurring celebration of either the birthday or elevation to the purple of Marcus Aurelius.153 These three budgetary items are worth examining in detail.

Worshipping ancestral deities was a typical diaspora activity, part of the “boundary maintenance” visible with both Phoenician and many other diaspora groups in the ancient Mediterranean.154 The Tyrians remarked that the service to their native gods, one of them almost certainly Melqart, took place in shrines or temples (naoi). No details are given on those spaces, but it does not seem unreasonable to imagine something similar to the “sacred area” in the building of the Berytians on Delos. But whatever the architectural arrangement might have looked like, the Tyrians’ religious activities generated necessary internal cohesion while at the same time creating an equally necessary boundary between them and their hosts.

By contrast, the other two projects to which they had directed financial resources were aimed not at maintaining but at crossing the boundary between their own and the Puteolan community. The first was sponsoring the “Ox-Sacrifice Games,” a benefaction to the city of Puteoli. Nothing further is known about this festival, either about how it was celebrated or how it was financed. However, the language of the inscription hints at a way of funding that may not have been entirely voluntarily. The costs of the festival had been imposed upon them, the Tyrians wrote (l. 12, 26–27). Perhaps the task of financing the Ox-Sacrifice Games was a rotating liturgy to which foreign resident groups were also subject. If that was the case, then the Tyrians’ turn to sponsor it must have come at an inconvenient time given the financial strain they were apparently under. All the same, sponsoring a public municipal festival obviously created goodwill with the host society, an effect they were surely aware of. The fact that they mentioned it twice in their public inscription is telling in that regard.

Equally telling is the mention of the costly refitting of their communal building initiated in celebration of the emperor’s reign. Whatever the result might have looked like, it doubtless contained festive references to imperial rule, highlighting the Tyrians’ loyalty to the central state and its governance. Nor was this the only way in which they communicated their allegiance. The opening line of the letter to their native city, subsequently immortalized in a public inscription, reads: “By the grace of the gods and the good fortune of our lord the emperor” (l. 5). Other evidence adds to the picture of a publicly expressed Tyrian reverence for Roman rule and rulers. A wax tablet from 52 CE records that a local Puteolan banker and a man from Tyre had entered into a process of dispute settlement. The location for their rendezvous was the “Hordionian altar of Augustus” in the Puteolan forum, a public monument serving the imperial cult.155 This location was chosen because it added gravitas to the occasion and expressed the litigating parties’ loyalty to the central state and their trustworthiness as actors within the state’s legal framework, a topic I will explore further in chapter 4.

Groups from Phoenician cities were not unique in showing imperial-cult-inspired expressions of loyalty to imperial rule. In chapter 5 we will see more examples of trading communities making religious dedications for the good fortune and well-being of emperors and their families. Such acts made eminent sense for heterogeneous diaspora groups wishing to interact. Expressing loyalty to the state through the imperial cult allowed them to connect to their host society and establish economic trust with their business partners.156 The imperial cult was an ideal vehicle for such trust-building behavior. Traders could participate in its rites regardless of their geographical origin or religious persuasion, and without having to make any compromise to the piety they owed their native gods. The cult was neutral in that respect, excluding no one, yet accessible and meaningful to all subjects of the empire. Intimately related to whoever was in power in the physical, not the metaphysical world, it was as much an ideological as a spiritual affair.

In the absence of third-party enforcement, collective action against cheaters, freeriders and opportunists formed the bedrock of trade. A public ideology shared by different communities ensured that coordination problems could be overcome and that effective private order could be established. Such an outcome is precisely what North predicted would emerge following the internalization of social norms and their consolidation into an interpretative cognitive framework:

Shared mental models reflecting a common belief system will translate into a set of institutions broadly conceived to be legitimate. Consensual political order requires that, in equilibrium, all members of society have an incentive to obey and enforce the rules and that a sufficient number are motivated to punish potential deviants.157

For the imperial court and its governing apparatus, receiving pledges of adherence from mercantile groups was obviously beneficial as well. Such pledges signaled consensus with imperial governance, enhancing its stability. The Roman state never forced merchants publicly to express their allegiance the way it did with its soldiers, who had to take an oath of loyalty on recruitment and then twice annually throughout their time of service.158 But the state’s concern for a similar civilian consensus with its rule is evident from the communal vows made annually on January 3 throughout the empire on behalf of the emperor’s well-being.159 From the viewpoint of Rome’s public authorities, loyalty signals received through a self-sustaining, private-order practice were as good as, and arguably better than, loyalty signals received in officially organized ceremonies. The evidence from imperial-era Puteoli thus points to an essentially reciprocal dynamic that was fluid and in which both traders and the state were agents and stakeholders.

Concluding Remarks

To discuss ancient Mediterranean diaspora trade in a single chapter, I have focused on the Phoenicians, but of course they were exceptional. Few if any of their commercial rivals and partners could match their overseas trading heritage. We lack the evidence necessary to determine how representative they were in interfering with the activities of their native diasporas. It seems probable that throughout the Greco-Roman period, a good number and perhaps the majority of Mediterranean overseas trade networks were entirely private, functioning independently of the civic bodies of their home communities. After all, already in Homer we encounter also Phoenician traders operating without any apparent connection to their native royal houses or governing institutions.

Still, public involvement in diaspora trade had a wider diffusion. Evidence can be found, for instance, in the Syrian city of Palmyra, whose political bodies during the first three centuries CE lent esteem to domestic benefactors of the Arabian diaspora. From a study of the city’s epigraphic record, Michal Gawlikowski concluded that many caravans bringing goods through the desert “were manifestly of major public interest and supported by the [Palmyrene] municipal authorities. Indeed, the city council voted several times the highest honours for those who had helped the caravans.”160 Clearly we need to incorporate this element of public involvement in trade into the larger picture of ancient economic development if we aim to understand it.

That picture equally needs to include the mirrored process of governments exercising authority over the diasporas they hosted. State formation led to an institutionalization of the interaction between Phoenician diaspora groups and their host societies. Greek political bodies conferred multigenerational privileges and status on foreign merchants, allowing them to occupy well-defined and mutually beneficial positions within their communities. The enhanced ability of the recipients to act as cross-cultural brokers increased the effectiveness of diaspora networks and facilitated the establishment of private order. Subsequently, Roman imperial ideology supported the coordination of collective action between heterogeneous trading groups, which also had the effect of strengthening private order. In all situations discussed, the way in which hosts and diaspora groups positioned themselves was characterized by an essential fluidity, giving both sides a measure of agency in regulating trade.

One important point remains to be made. The positive effect of Greek public friendship and Roman imperial ideology on diaspora trade disincentivized state representatives from investing in a public enforcement infrastructure. I propose that this was a self-reinforcing dynamic: a lack of third-party enforcement had led trade to rely on private order. State formation and the emergence of public institutions allowed that private order to strengthen, which further discouraged investment in third-party enforcement. I emphasize that I do not see this outcome as the result of a calculated strategy by public servants on how best to allocate resources. Instead, it was the unintended result of long-term cultural, political and ideological developments.

Appendix: Carthage

Because in this chapter I chose to focus specifically on Phoenician cities and their trade diasporas, I have largely ignored the Punic Mediterranean. Another reason for me to leave the west to one side is that studying the influence of public institutions on Punic economic performance is all but impossible given the dearth of local written sources. But the spread of Carthaginian power is an integral part of the ongoing process of state formation and consolidation that I propose had an aggregate positive effect on the economy of the ancient Mediterranean (see chapter 1). A brief discussion of western developments is therefore in order. In what follows I give a summary overview of Carthage as the center of the Punic world, discussing the aspects of its pre-Roman economy that are most relevant to my overall narrative: its harbor infrastructure, its coinage, foreigners residing there and archaeological evidence for its overseas trade relations.

The rise of Carthage is reflected in the works of Roman authors, who list a succession of Roman-Carthaginian treaties.161 Polybius (3.22.4–13) claimed that the first of those was drafted in 509 BCE, a date so early as to be suspicious, all the more so because it coincides with the conventional date of birth of the Roman republic. Livy (7.27.3) and Diodorus Siculus (16.69.1) date the first treaty to 348 BCE, which seems altogether more plausible.162 The treaty’s terms show that Carthage considered especially the West Mediterranean, including Sardinia, to be its exclusive domain. But it also stipulated that the Romans avoid Libya, and in a follow-up agreement of 306 BCE, it declared Sicily off-limits.163

Archaeology shows the growing economic integration of those areas in the course of the fourth century. Ceramic data from the Libyan site of Euesperides (modern Benghazi), for instance, provide “evidence for extensive trade between Cyrenaica and the Punic world, and also with southern Italy and Sicily,” as Andrew Wilson notes. Public friendship played a connecting role here as well, demonstrated by a mid-fourth-century BCE decree for two men from Syracuse by the city council of Euesperides. In the combined evidence from the site, Wilson sees “a foreshadowing of the long-distance trade flows that are characteristic of the Roman world.”164 Excavations at Carthage confirm that notion, revealing that east and west were not separate economic zones and that a comprehensive connectivity had been emerging well before Rome unified the Mediterranean politically.165

Archaeological data show long-standing Carthaginian trade relations extending farther west than Libya and encompassing the Greek world. At Kerkouane on the tip of Cap Bon, the oldest layers produced sixth-century BCE Attic, Ionic and Corinthian wares. Subsequent layers contained an abundance of fifth-century BCE Greek pottery, especially Attic.166 At Bir Massouda about a quarter of the pottery from a waste pit consisted of imported ceramics. Attic wares from the late fifth to the late fourth centuries BCE formed the largest portion, just over a quarter. Sherds from eastern Greece were also well represented, forming the second largest category.167 Excavations have also produced large amounts of Attic black glaze wares, imports of which seem to have begun in the fourth century BCE, reaching a peak in the second half of that century.168 More evidence on growing overseas shipping activity is provided by transport containers found at various excavations in the Carthage area. The fourth century BCE saw a noticeable increase in the number of imported amphorae as a percentage of all amphora types, from about 20 percent to 30 percent. Nonlocal wares arrived from territories controlled by Carthage, including Sicily and Sardinia, but also from other areas such as Calabria and the North Aegean.169

To facilitate imports, Carthage seems initially to have relied on natural lagoons rather than a constructed harbor. Appian (Pun. 96), in a famous passage, described how at the time of the Roman siege of 146 BCE the city possessed impressive basins for its naval and commercial fleets. Archaeology has confirmed the accuracy of his description. But perhaps surprisingly given Carthage’s reputation as an ancient trading center, stratigraphic excavations have shown this infrastructure to be late in date—the second half of the third century BCE at the earliest. Near the coastline, southeast of Koudiat el Hobsia, a ritual burial site (tophet) was maintained by the mid-eighth century BCE, but no port infrastructure of a remotely comparable age has so far been discovered. It has been suggested that an archaic harbor might be buried to the south or west of the tophet, but this remains a hypothesis.170

As far as we know, the first detectable, large-scale intervention in the marshy coastal landscape was the excavation of a navigational or drainage channel, about 15 to 20 meters in width and 2 meters in depth, which has been traced for about 400 meters along the coastline (fig. 2.3: shaded area north of the tophet). Where it led and whence it came is unknown, although sediments with marine mollusks demonstrate that it had a connection to the open sea. The channel was a major work, but it was not architectural, lacking any stone lining to its sides and floor. Whatever purpose it may have served, it was filled in sometime after the mid-fourth century BCE, and certainly before the facilities described by Appian were built.171

The channel, its associated occupational level and the tophet have given us precious information on Carthage’s agricultural, industrial and mercantile economy. As to the first, the channel fill contained an abundance of ecofacts. Henry Hurst and Lawrence Stager, who explored the harbor site in the 1970s, summed up the rich macrobotanical finds: “The fruits included pomegranate, fig, grape, olive, peach, plum, melon, Cyrenean lotus; there were also the remains of almonds, pistachios and filberts. … Particularly striking is the horticultural component, including many fruits which are best propagated by grafting.”172 Such finds demonstrate the advanced level of Punic agriculture, which built on a Phoenician and more generally a Levantine heritage.173

Also part of that heritage was metalworking, evidence for which was found to the west of the channel in an occupational level dating to ca. 400–350 BCE. Slags rich in iron oxide, terracotta tuyeres and pieces of fired mudbrick and fused sandstone—the likely remains of furnace walls—suggest iron smelting or processing. Finally, at the tophet, offerings of necklaces and amulets in amber, gold, silver, carnelian and steatite accompanied some of the cremated human remains, imported materials that give us an idea of the range of Carthage’s overseas trade connections.174

Whatever port facilities—if any—were used for anchorage during the first centuries of Carthage’s existence, eventually imports went through the city’s new harbor, the remains of which are still a recognizable feature of the modern coastline. Several seasons of excavation by British and American teams have established that it was constructed between the mid-third and mid-second centuries BCE, perhaps in several phases rather than a single event.175 A circular and a rectangular basin were dug out of the marshland, the first serving military purposes, the second purposes of trade. The earthmoving works undertaken to build the new port were impressive. An estimated 115,000 cubic meters of soil were removed for the naval basin and an estimated 120,000 cubic meters for its commercial counterpart.
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Fig. 2.3. Carthage: the topography of the harbor area.



The significance of the substantial shipping facilities emerging seemingly out of nowhere was not lost on Hurst and Stager. Such a massive expenditure of resources and effort, they commented, was “certainly an important decision of government … and should be revealing about the state of Carthaginian politics at the time.”176 If nothing else, public works on that scale are indicative of considerable state capabilities in taxation and labor coordination. But they may also be telling about the state’s imperial ambitions, perhaps underscored further by its adoption of coinage. Carthage began minting coins late in comparison with the classical Greek city-states. As late as the fourth century BCE it seems to have operated without coins, even foreign ones. The suggestion has been made that military expenditure rather than reasons of commerce finally provided the impetus to produce a currency which, if true, would be telling about Carthage as a nascent imperial power.177

Carthage attracted an array of foreigners, mostly from either its West Mediterranean sphere of influence or cities in the Levant to which it had historical ties. Connections of the latter type are evident from a religious dedication made by a woman from Sidon.178 Furthermore, a third-century BCE inscription marks the tomb of a certain Amran, whose wife had come from Arados, while a grave stele with a similar date commemorates the last resting place of a man from Kition.179 As for connections to the Punic world, Carthaginian necropoleis have yielded a number of fourth-century BCE lead discs inscribed in Greek and Punic, which probably served as ex-votos.180 To what area of the Greek-speaking world these objects were related is uncertain, but Sicily is the most likely candidate. A grave inscription in Greek commemorates a certain Apollodoros from Heraclea, probably Sicilian Heraclea Minoa, a city mentioned in two other Carthaginian grave steles. In addition, at a sanctuary near the tophet, a woman who had come from the Sicilian city of Eryx made a dedication. More dedicants had come from a second large island dominated by Carthage: Sardinia.181

Unsurprisingly, the city’s bond with Tyre seems to have been especially close, visible epigraphically in the number of settlers it received from its old metropolis.182 Several dedicatory inscriptions dating to the third and second century BCE mention Tyrians.183 Nine contain the phrase bnṣr, or “son of Tyre,” in the patronymic lineup, an unusual phrase probably referring to the oldest ancestor mentioned, not the dedicant himself. If so, the memory of a Tyrian origin lived on for generations in some Carthaginian families. Literary sources as well show that a strong connection to Tyre continued to exist well after the sixth century BCE, when Carthage is thought to have become independent.184 In the previously mentioned treaty that Carthage made with Rome in 348 BCE, Tyre entered as a party, according to the text that Polybius gives: “There is to be friendship on the following conditions between the Romans and their allies and the Carthaginians, Tyrians, and the people of Utica and their respective allies” (3.24.3–13).185 At the time the treaty was drafted Carthage had become a much more powerful city than Tyre, which seems to have been included in the terms as an ally bound to its former colony by religious and historical ties.

Roman authors provide us with details on those ties. Diodorus Siculus (20.14.1–3) tells us that Carthage used to send tithes from the city’s public revenue to Tyre for the upkeep of the ancestral cult of “Heracles,” the Greek name of the Tyrian ancestral god Melqart. Over time Carthage’s payments diminished, and when in 310 BCE Agathocles of Syracuse besieged the city, its inhabitants feared to have incurred the god’s wrath. They promptly dispatched a large sum of money and the most expensive offerings to Tyre. Curtius Rufus (4.2.10) reports on religious affiliations between the two cities in the late third century BCE. According to his narrative, the Carthaginians used to send envoys to Tyre to participate in an annual religious festival there, almost certainly another reference to the cult of Melqart. The old metropolis and its former colony remained connected at the public level until at least Hellenistic times and probably well beyond. Polybius (31.12.11–12) mentions a sacred boat bringing first fruits from Carthage to Tyre, showing that the practice of sending offerings lived on still in the mid-second century BCE. Such spiritual and diplomatic bonds probably explain the inscription dating to the 320s BCE, discussed above in the section on Athens, in which the Athenians honored two men from Tyre as public friends for bringing in Carthaginian grain. The strong historical connection of the honorands’ native city to Carthage seems to have translated into beneficial trading conditions for them there, allowing them access to grain at a favorable price.
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108. Morelli 1956: 148, 170.


109. Sidonians on Rhodes, see Morelli 1956: 170. Protimos euergetȇs: NSER 192–93.
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King’s Men and the Stationary Bandit

WITH HIS INVASION OF THE Achaemenid realm in 334 BCE, Alexander briefly managed to unite a vast territory under Macedonian rule. However, that unification would not outlive him by much. His early death in 323 precipitated a period of energetic warfare among his former commanders, who fought for control over the Macedonian heartland and the territories won by conquest.1 By 277 BCE, the dust had settled and the main shape of the Hellenistic world had emerged. Three main royal houses had been established: that of the Ptolemies in Egypt, the Seleucids in Asia and the Antigonids in Macedonia.

The Ptolemaic and Seleucid kingdoms were openly favorable to migration, at least of a particular kind. Their rulers aimed to attract settlers from the Greco-Macedonian world, including Thrace and western Asia Minor. To encourage migration, Ptolemaic kings offered lots to military settlers, while dynasts in the vast Seleucid empire founded Greek-style cities that provided newcomers with opportunities of agricultural exploitation and trade.2 In both states the governmental structures also offered career paths in civil and military service. The opportunities on offer enticed large numbers of inhabitants of the Greco-Macedonian world to pull up stakes and move to the new kingdoms. Meanwhile, forced migration was becoming a major factor in the Mediterranean. A growing slave trade moved people around in increasing numbers, the mass sale of prisoners of war leading to occasional spikes.3

Among the effects of these migratory flows were a more ethnically mixed populace in many urban centers and the growth of a number of megacities, most notably Alexandria and Antioch. A profound and enduring cultural effect was the enormous enlargement of the Greek-speaking world.4 Local languages like Aramaic, Elamite, Egyptian, Phrygian and Persian continued to be spoken, but Greek became the universal vehicle of communication for urban elites and state bureaucracies. Along with the Greek language, Greek ways of cultural, artistic and religious expression were assimilated by native elites in Asia Minor, Egypt, Syria and lands farther to the east. The integrating effects of this cultural and linguistic convergence can be seen in a salient counterexample: Hasmonean Judea after ca. 140 BCE. Fiercely resistant to Greek culture, the Hasmonean dynasts promoted the use of Hebrew as the language of state. As an even stronger signal, they destroyed the Greek cities of Samaria and Marisa. Archaeological evidence shows the economic result of this deliberate separatism in the cessation of Greek amphora imports. Omnipresent in the predestruction layers at Samaria and Marisa, Greek amphorae are all but absent from the archaeological record of Hasmonean Jerusalem.5

The changes brought about by the creation of the Hellenistic world were momentous, yet have so far not been much discussed in this book. The reason why is the institutional developments that I chose to focus on in chapter 2. Control over trade diasporas always remained a local-level affair of municipal administrations, even after cities were incorporated into the Hellenistic kingdoms and then the Roman empire. Furthermore, the institution of Greek public friendship lost its significance only when Rome’s authority became supreme. Diplomatic shows of allegiance to state authority, including ruler worship, had been a key feature also of the Hellenistic world:

The success of ruler cult both as a medium for the communication between ruler and subordinate civic community and for the legitimation of monarchical power can be best seen in the fact that it continued long after the end of the Hellenistic period as part of the ideology of the Principate.6

Yet the birth of the successor kingdoms did not lead to the terminal decline of Greek interstate honorific institutions, which “persisted throughout the Hellenistic period, despite the appearance of much more powerful kings.”7

But if up to this point I have largely ignored the Hellenistic states, in my overall narrative their emergence deserves a dedicated discussion. To repeat one of the central tenets of this book: state formation and consolidation had an aggregate positive effect on the economy of the ancient Mediterranean, starting in the Late Iron Age and peaking sometime in the Roman imperial period. What then of the Hellenistic kingdoms? The first thing to note is that Hellenistic state formation led to a more economically integrated East Mediterranean, assisted not only by the use of the Greek language but also by the unification of monetary standards based on the Attic drachma and the Alex-andrian tetradrachm.8 In addition, because of their size, the successor kingdoms were ruled by men with a control over resources going far beyond that of city-state elites.

Three institutions formed the heart of state power in the Hellenistic kingdoms: the monarchy, a small circle of royal associates and the army.9 As the center of the state the king acted as its main driver, setting the wheels of government in motion through leadership in war, royal ordinances and gift-giving. Closest to the king as his collaborators in government were his “friends,” philoi in Greek. The use of this word for members of the royal court is a sign of the strong personal character of Hellenistic kingship. Selected by the ruler, the “friends” served as a board of advisors and close confidants.10 Finally, the army consisted of, first, a core of standing infantry and cavalry recruited from Macedonian-style royal cities and military colonies; second, temporary forces made up of levies from the local population; and third, mercenaries often recruited from the old Greek world.

The king’s inner circle of “friends”—together with other high-ranking officials and the military—were all stakeholders in, and beneficiaries of, state power. Receiving salaries and rations but also gifts and bonuses like grants of royal land, these various groups were allowed access to agricultural surplus within the state’s structures. In John Ma’s characterization, “The Hellenistic state was run by and for a ruling group—which was not quite an economic class of the wealthy, but rather a political elite of state’s men at various socioeconomic levels.”11 Ma does not couch his description in the social-order language of Douglass North, John Wallis and Barry Weingast, but what he paints is a picture closely conforming to their concept of the “natural state.” As explained in chapter 1, in such states a dominant coalition

limits access to valuable resources … or access to and control of valuable activities … to elite groups. The creation of rents through limiting access provides the glue that holds the coalition together, enabling elite groups to make credible commitments to one another to support the regime, perform their functions, and refrain from violence.12


High levels of taxation allowed for substantial military expenditure, no doubt the largest item in the budget of Hellenistic states.13 Success on the battlefield lent legitimacy to royal rule, leading kings to engage in frequent campaigning. But warfare was not the only instrument used to validate king-ship. Conspicuous consumption by the monarch and his retinue also projected power and legitimate rule to both the autochthonous and the Greco-Macedonian population.14 Such elite spending drew on a variety of cultural sources—Macedonian, Achaemenid, Near Eastern, Egyptian—and ranged from monumental architecture to high art and literature. The celebration of luxury by the ruling group served to distinguish members from nonmembers, exercising a strong attraction on urban elites desirous of emulating the upper-class lifestyle. As Ma noted, the operation of the Hellenistic states likely “had a generally expansionary effect, notably by encouraging consumption by a whole class closely linked with the state, and invested in the state’s ethos of superior lifestyle and display.”15

But if elite conspicuous consumption drove economic development, it also potentially favored state predation. In a recent comparative study, Andrew Monson indeed argued that Ptolemaic rulers (about whom we are best informed) were motivated by predatory, short-term fiscal policies similar to those of the Roman late-republican elite:

As Rome’s political instability intensified, culminating in the civil wars, it was economically rational for Rome’s rulers to ignore or partake in the exploitation of its provinces for immediate gain. The Ptolemaic rulers and their agents, especially during the revolts and dynastic conflicts of the second and first centuries BCE, arguably had similar incentives.16

The Roman elite’s exploitation of the provinces that Monson refers to can be called “roving banditry,” a phrase coined by Mancur Olson to describe the conduct of state actors intent on the immediate extraction of resources without regard for long-term economic productivity.17 Its opposite is what Olson termed “stationary banditry,” in which rulers invest in public goods as long as marginal returns outstrip the cost of the original investment. In the latter model, rulers are still not motivated by a desire to maximize the welfare of their subjects. But their interests are more in line with those of the governed, and their behavior creates fewer incentive problems. Their aim is to allow the people under their control to be economically productive so as to be able to reap more of the benefits themselves. Their policies are less extractive than those of roving bandits, and the result of their actions can be net-positive for economic development. The planning horizon of rulers and their representatives is a critical factor in predicting their behavior. In that context it is worth spending a few more words on the later Roman republic.

In 133 BCE, Rome inherited the Attalid kingdom (western Turkey) by royal bequest. The rights to collect taxes in the new possession were auctioned off to Italian tax farmers, who received short-term contracts of fixed duration. The winning bidders’ profits would increase if they extracted dues in excess of the official rate, and they thus had every motivation to squeeze as much money out of the area as they could. Officials on temporary overseas appointments equally were incentivized to enrich themselves.18 No rival polity with a power comparable to that of the Roman existed in the immediate vicinity of the former Attalid realm. Fear of a takeover by a competitor state fueled by popular discontent seems therefore not to have provided a check on abuse; unwisely, as it turned out. Rome’s predatory behavior made its administration extremely unpopular. In 88 BCE anger boiled over, leading to a revolt stirred up by King Mithridates of Pontus. By the end of it, scores of Romans lay dead (Appian Mithr. 22–23; Plutarch Sulla 24.4). With an insufficiently long planning horizon, even the representatives of well-established states can evidently engage in roving banditry that is not in their own or indeed anyone’s long-term interest.

Another factor to consider in evaluating a state’s surplus taking is its penchant for warfare, especially if informed by considerations of rule legitimization. Thomas Wilke has sensibly proposed that the capital-destroying force of warfare needs to be taken into account in the stationary versus roving bandit dichotomy, which he criticized as too basic.19 If stationary bandits are “belligerent dictators,” he argued, it is still possible that they engage in behavior detrimental to long-term productivity, under certain conditions even extracting resources at a higher rate than roving bandits. These ideas have great relevance for the study of the Ptolemaic state, given its nature and rule-legitimizing ideology.

Were Ptolemaic kings involved in the roving banditry that typified the Roman administration of the later republic? Or, to phrase the question in Wilke’s terms, were they belligerent dictators whose military endeavors were consistently hampering the productivity of the population they controlled? In formulating an answer, we first of all need to be careful in how we evaluate the effects of warfare. As John Davies has pointed out, Hellenistic military pursuits were not necessarily negative for economic development:

Not all military investment and expenditure, by land or sea, is predatory and destructive: some of it can be seen as protection and insurance against damage to persons or animals or property from brigands by land or pirates by sea. … The costs of such security could be seen as acceptable insurance premiums, and in any case comprised of redistribution of resource (to suppliers, crews, soldiers) rather than a destruction of resource.20

Moreover, Davies continued, most Hellenistic wars were only brief, and many were fought between “opposing teams of professional and mercenary soldiers whose interest was not so much in annihilating the enemy as in well-pensioned survival—a military atmosphere more redolent of European wars of the eighteenth century than of twentieth-century World Wars.”21

One way to approach the question of where to place the Ptolemaic kingdom in the framework of Olson and Wilke is to analyze the incentives and behavior of individual actors operating at the highest levels of government. Because of the strong personal nature of Hellenistic kingship, an analysis of the actions of “king’s men” can reveal how the state behaved generally. Although such a microhistorical approach has the drawback of a limited chronological scope, it has the major advantage of getting economic incentives and outcomes into sharper focus, providing us with a point of reference.

If the rule of Ptolemaic kings fit the stationary-bandit model, we would expect to see (1) some measure of concern for the long-term sustainability of that rule and (2) some investment in public goods. As for (1), fostering economic success was rational behavior if rulers expected to remain in power long enough to reap the benefits. As for (2), to promote economic success, rulers had an incentive to invest part of the extracted resources back into tax-paying societies. Resources could be directed toward the construction of a physical infrastructure—including canals, roads and harbors—but also toward the promotion of public order.

I will investigate these matters by studying the third-century BCE “Zenon archive.” Its documents largely pertain to the activities of a certain Apollonios, the finance minister of Ptolemy II and a man who surely counted among the king’s “friends.”22 Besides being a royal official, Apollonios was a private businessman with financial interests in Syria-Palestine, an area that formed part of the Ptolemaic kingdom during his tenure. We know about the operation of his overseas network through the documents kept by one of his top-ranking agents, a man named Zenon. The documents shine a rare spotlight on the inner workings of an ancient long-distance business network. As we will see, its internal cohesion was based on ethnicity, peer monitoring constrained agents’ behavior, and information was freely shared.

The archive shows a complex mix of official and entrepreneurial affairs, once more underscoring the point made in the previous chapter about the essential fluidity between ancient Mediterranean public and private economies. The Ptolemaic kingdom levied taxes in its overseas territories through a state infrastructure, for which Apollonios was responsible as finance minister. At the same time, his position as one of the Ptolemaic kingdom’s highest-ranking representatives gave him substantial leverage in conducting his private business ventures. We might be inclined to separate the two sides of his professional life, conceptualizing them as discrete economic spheres. But in doing so we may be introducing a division that contemporaries would not have recognized. As Roger Bagnall observed, we “have great difficulty … in distinguishing between the activity of Apollonios as finance minister of Ptolemy Philadelphos and that of Apollonios the wealthy entrepreneur. It is perhaps doubtful that Apollonios, Zenon, or the king himself could have drawn a clear line of demarcation.”23

Apollonios could have abused his dual position for his own immediate benefit, but there were incentives for him not to do so. First of all, the policy of the king was aimed at retaining Ptolemaic control over Syria-Palestine. As a royal representative with an open-ended tenure, Apollonios thus had an infinite planning horizon in his economic management of the area.24 Allowing exploitation to exceed what the local economy could sustain in the long run would have been counterproductive. Second, Syria-Palestine had strategic and prestige value, and was continuously eyed by the neighboring Seleucid kingdom. Defusing this potential source of interstate tension formed part of Apollonios’ mandate. The archive shows him personally involved in the top-level diplomacy following King Ptolemy’s peace agreement with the Seleucids in 253 BCE.25 In line with the king’s external policy, Apollonios had to keep Syria-Palestine economically productive and socially stable. Discontent would have undermined Ptolemaic rule there and would have played into the hands of the Seleucids. Affairs of state aside, Apollonios had private business interests in Syria-Palestine, importing into Egypt both locally produced goods and products transshipped from farther east. He also possessed vineyards and other farmland overseas, which would yield a return only if managed carefully over time.

In his roles as entrepreneur and finance minister, Apollonios had a stable and encompassing interest in Syria-Palestine, and we would therefore expect to see him and his men engage in stationary-bandit behavior. The evidence indeed suggests that they did. At the same time, if the Ptolemaic kingdom acted as a stationary bandit in its overseas possessions, promoting public order there, this behavior did not extend to the enforcement of private property rights. As we will see, the absence of third-party enforcement is clear from the Zenon documents.

Zenon and the “Zenon Archive”

Sometime in the years preceding World War I, Egyptian farmers found a large cache of papyri at the site of the ancient city of Philadelphia in the Fayum region, west of the Nile Valley (fig. 3.1). Decomposing organic material makes the soil of Egyptian archaeological sites rich in nitrate and useful as fertilizer, which is why the farmers were mining the area. Recognizing the value of the papyri as archaeological artifacts, they sold sizeable batches to Western antiquities dealers. The separate purchases fragmented the find, and although the greatest number ended up in Cairo, large collections now reside in a variety of countries outside Egypt, including Italy, France, Germany, Britain and the United States.

Because of the illicit nature of the sales, and doubtless also because the importance of archaeological context did not register much with contemporary scholarship, the exact find location was never recorded.26 We can reasonably speculate that the papyri were discovered in a midden, deposited there when they were no longer of use to their onetime owner. This was the fate of many papyrological texts, and is the reason why we possess a number of so-called archives, a somewhat misleading term for related documents fortuitously discarded together.27 But there is no longer any way of knowing if this was the case also with the papyri found at Philadelphia. Their archaeological context is forever lost, depriving us of information that might have been helpful in interpreting their content.
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Fig. 3.1. The Ptolemaic kingdom in the mid-third century BCE.



About 1,750 legible texts comprise what is now commonly called the “Zenon archive.”28 Its eponymous protagonist, an enterprising Greek from the small coastal city of Caunus in Caria (Asia Minor, see fig. 3.1), had a most interesting and multifaceted career. Sometime before the end of the 260s BCE, Zenon must have left his hometown and headed for Egypt, more specifically its royal capital of Alexandria. The fact that he relocated and sought professional opportunities in the new Egyptian metropolis is emblematic of the world that the Hellenistic kingdoms had created. In a variety of configurations throughout its history the Ptolemaic state controlled extensive overseas territories: Cyrenaica, Syria-Palestine, Cyprus, Lycia and parts of Cilicia, Pamphylia and Caria (fig. 3.1).29 During Zenon’s lifetime his native region was under Ptolemaic control, and he thus remained within the boundaries and political structure of a single state, despite having moved across the Mediterranean.

The first secure evidence in the surviving corpus of texts of Zenon as Apollonios’ employee is a letter dated November 260 BCE, although an older, damaged document suggests that the relationship went back at least a year.30 There is unfortunately no way of knowing how Zenon became acquainted with the king’s finance minister. Based primarily on the number of Carians that Apollonios employed, it is often thought that he was of Carian origin himself. If so, we may see a Carian network active in Egypt, providing men from the area with job opportunities. However, a reinterpretation of a dedicatory plaque to Apollo Hylates, a god unique to Cyprus, has recently led to the suggestion that Apollonios might have been a Cypriot.31 But either way, Apollonios and Zenon formed part of a group of men from the Greek world who had permanently moved to Egypt and had forged professional careers there. If for Apollonios this meant a position within the Ptolemaic governmental hierarchy, Zenon never formed part of the royal bureaucracy and always remained a private agent, even if he met and transacted with officials both in Egypt and overseas.

Late in 260 BCE, Zenon was sent on a long journey around Syria, Palestine and the Transjordan, where he conducted business on his principal’s behalf.32 In the spring of 258 BCE he returned to Egypt, although his traveling days were not over. He accompanied Apollonios on inspection tours through the Egyptian countryside, acting as the minister’s personal secretary. Two years later, Zenon’s position changed again when he was put in charge of a large Fayum estate, a gift by revocable title (dôrea) to Apollonios from King Ptolemy.33 His tenure as estate manager was to last nine years, a period in which he also began developing his own agricultural business. In 248 BCE he retired from Apollonios’ service and devoted himself exclusively to managing his personal business ventures in Philadelphia, which included leasing out farmland, lending money at interest, running bathhouses and raising livestock. The surviving documents become sparser for those years, and Zenon finally disappears from our surviving evidence altogether after 229 BCE. The archive thus spans about thirty years and consists of two sections, the first pertaining to Zenon’s service as an aide to Apollonios, the second to his activities as an independent entrepreneur. We are less informed about the second part of Zenon’s life, the number of documents relating to it making up only about a quarter of the total.34

The most extensively documented period is the time when Zenon served as the head manager of Apollonios’ Fayum estate. This section of the archive has received the lion’s share of scholarly attention. But the archive’s earlier documents, if fewer in number, have the distinct advantage of recording not only agricultural production but also large-scale Mediterranean trading ventures. In addition, they provide insight into the management of an overseas territory by an imperial state. For those reasons, my discussion will focus on the older part of the archive.

The exact date Zenon left Egypt is recorded nowhere in the extant papyri, but we do know that he did not wait out the winter months. He set sail perhaps in December of 260 BCE, probably from the harbor of Pelousion in the northeastern Nile Delta, the regular point of departure for Gaza-bound ships (fig. 3.1). He spent at least some time there, making preparations for his voyage. A provisioning list records foodstuffs already bought and others still to be procured: flour, wine, honey, oil, olives and salted fish.35 A large amount of food was evidently brought along from Egypt. But given the number of people listed as fellow travelers, and the quantities of food that must have been needed to sustain them, provisions were likely also acquired locally overseas. Another six provisioning accounts indeed postdate Zenon’s departure. They contain lists of foodstuffs for human consumption (flour, wine, fish) but also fodder for pack animals. Both types of provisions were to be distributed among the travelers.36

Some of the accounts mention place names, allowing us largely to reconstruct the route Zenon took. The itinerary shown in figure 3.2 is based predominantly on the information in the accounts. Apart from providing geographical data, the lists show us that Zenon traveled with a large entourage. One segment likely formed a permanent core consisting of Apollonios’ agents and their attendants, including cooks, bakers, secretaries and clerks. The rest of the traveling company constantly changed composition. Not all the men (and two women, identified only by their husbands’ names) we encounter were travelers from Egypt. Some were local chiefs and their retainers (donkey drivers, coachmen, horse grooms) providing services to the passengers and receiving sustenance in return. Others, such as the actor (hypokritȇs) Kleon and the officer (hegemôn) Nikias, seem to have been entirely unrelated to the expedition. They were probably joining the group only for a longer or shorter stretch for reasons of traveling convenience. Given that they received food rations as well, they must have had some connection to Apollonios.

It is clear from the correspondence in the archive that Zenon’s position within Apollonios’ network was exceptional. Higher-ranking and closer to the principal than many or perhaps all other men, Zenon handled a wide variety of business matters. But perhaps surprisingly, it is not clear what his mission was. His voyage may have had something to do with the recently concluded wars for control over the Levant that the Ptolemies and Seleucids had been fighting. If so, Apollonios may have dispatched Zenon as part of a political and economic reorganization and consolidation effort.37 But Zenon does not seem to have had a precise task to accomplish or directive to follow. He at least makes no mention of any in his correspondence with his principal. Rather, he seems to have been sent overseas to manage Apollonios’ multifaceted business generally, acting with a good deal of discretionary leeway.

Agency, Monitoring and Punishment

It is evident from the documents that Apollonios had already positioned a large number of men overseas by the time Zenon embarked on his tour of Syria-Palestine. Those overseas agents seem to have stood in a hierarchical relationship. Some clearly possessed greater authority than others, having the power to overrule decisions made by their fellow agents. At the same time, we hear nowhere of titles suggestive of a formal chain of command. Authority was likely informal, based on seniority rather than a standardized ranking system. It may, in addition, have been territorial and occupational. Many of Apollonios’ men, it seems, had circumscribed tasks assigned to them, operating from a fixed position or staying within a confined geographical area. Of those we encounter a Zoilos in Ptolemais, a Menekles in Tyre and a Diodoros in Gaza; a certain Ariston seemingly had Syria generally as his area of operation.38
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Fig. 3.2. Zenon’s itinerary around Syria-Palestine (dotted lines).



As we will see in greater detail below, Apollonios’ agents were entrusted with money and authorized to transact on their principal’s behalf. Their access to the resources of an extremely wealthy individual may have tempted some to embezzle goods, skim profits or cheat in other ways. The number and complexity of their transactions together with the distance between Egypt and Syria-Palestine made it impossible for Apollonios personally to monitor all their actions. He thus encountered the principal-agent problem: how to ensure the honest behavior of his men when they potentially had different interests from his and information was asymmetrical.39

In all probability, Apollonios relied to some measure on formal documentation and accountancy checks to verify his agents’ honesty and evaluate their performance. But the Zenon archive demonstrates that he could also count on informal peer monitoring within his overseas network. A number of letters show how his men reported on each other’s failures of good conduct, from incompetence and indecency to outright theft and fraud. With at least some of his men Apollonios used a salary structure with delayed full payment, giving him the option of withholding pay if an agent’s performance was unsatisfactory.40 But one case recorded in the archive shows that he could also take considerably harsher, punitive measures.

Two letters to Zenon dated March 257 BCE relate the tragic tale of an agent whose career was derailed, one can only imagine definitively.41 The agent, named Demetrios, had been sent by King Ptolemy on a short trip to Herakleia in northern Phoenicia (figs. 3.1 and 3.2) for some unspecified business.42 But on his return to Egypt he had been apprehended by order of Apollonios, presumably because of some wrong he was suspected of having committed. He was thrown in jail, while his possessions were confiscated and put up for public auction to the benefit of the treasury.43 We would like to know what he had done to deserve that treatment, but no details are offered in either letter. But whatever it might have been, he was not the only agent to get into trouble for the affair.

The letters were written by a certain Amyntas, an employee in Apollonios’ household and a friend of the disgraced Demetrios. As we learn from Amyntas’ first letter, not everything that Demetrios had with him belonged to him. Some of the objects he was carrying had been sent to him by Amyntas in response to a request for money. Those objects were valuable household items— silver drinking vessels—probably intended as pawns for cash.44 Amyntas asked Zenon to halt the confiscation and public sale of those items, as Demetrios did not own them. But this was still not the whole story, as we learn from the second letter sent some three weeks later.

The valuables that Amyntas had lent Demetrios were not his property either but his employer’s. He had helped himself to them and forwarded them to his cash-strapped friend without asking for permission. Realizing the gravity of the matter, he had drafted a letter to Apollonios asking for forgiveness. But before sending it, he thought it wise to consult with Zenon and the physician Artemidoros, two men close to the finance minister. Was it—yes or no—a good idea to send this letter?

Amyntas to Zenon greeting. We wrote you lately about Demetrios, to whom on his return from Herakleia we lent some small drinking cups. And now since he is in prison and his belongings are being sold up we have written a letter to Apollonios of which a copy is written below for you, too. You would do well by taking counsel with Artemidoros the physician whether you think it advisable to deliver the letter to him or to let it go. … But if you think it best not to deliver the letter you will do me a favor by looking after Demetrios, for we hear he is now being neglected. Farewell.

A copy of the letter that Amyntas considered sending to Apollonios and on which he was soliciting advice then follows:

To Apollonios. Demetrios, the checking-clerk appointed by you in the Prosopite district, having left home without intending to be long away and having moreover been robbed of his travel allowance and his servant by the pirate Lysimachos, when he was being detained by you begged us to advance him a little cash so that he might provide himself with the necessities of life. Money we had none to advance him, but we lent him some of the small drinking cups which you left abroad in the hands of Tryphera. … Will you kindly grant us pardon, for we never dreamed that he would so shortly have come to grief. Farewell.45

How Demetrios, a checking-clerk (antigrapheus) not particularly high up in the royal bureaucratic hierarchy, had come to be sent on an overseas mission by the monarch is an intriguing question.46 The answer perhaps lies in the fact that he had written to a household employee of Apollonios after pirates had robbed him of his travel money. Demetrios was evidently acquainted with the finance minister, who had appointed him to his official position, and also with the minister’s men. All this suggests that he had in the past worked for Apollonios, perhaps as an overseas agent. He may through those connections have come to the attention of the king. But however that may be, the most significant aspect of the story for my purposes is Demetrios’ imprisonment. Evidently Apollonios could utilize the state’s public-order apparatus to punish his agents, incarcerating them and auctioning off their possessions if he saw fit to do so. If penalties of such severity were without a doubt rare, they were apparently what Apollonios’ men could ultimately expect if they did not respect the rules.

Whatever Demetrios’ misdeeds may have consisted of, they might have been brought to the attention of his principal through reports by agents who were in a position to observe the offending behavior. Several documents in the archive show evidence for such internal monitoring and reporting. An example is provided by a letter describing how an agent traveling around Syria-Palestine and the Aegean had embezzled goods. The extant text is missing its introduction, so we do not know the name of the perpetrator, although he may have been the Herakleides mentioned in the last sentence:

And in Caunus he exchanged a pillow, a new one for an old, and he took the money … (belonging?) to Nikanor’s man and two more, old ones for new, belonging to the slave Troilos. He has money also from what he writes is in Hermokles’ possession: a bedcover and one pillow. These things he sent from Miletos to Halicarnassus when he sent the bedsteads and the carpet. And he also exchanged the bedframe for his own; his wife now has it in Alexandria. And more: the bedcover he claimed he had lost in Gaza. And more: having bought some mattresses cheaply from Stachys for six drachmas he sold them for a high price in Rabbatammana. And more: what he said he had lost in Halicarnassus he has not lost but has himself. Force him to swear also about the bedstead-strap that he lost in Ptolemais, if you want. About the rest the slave boy will inform you when you question him. And if Herakleides were there, he himself would have informed you about the bedcovers.47

We do not know who the addressee of this letter was, but from the inclusion of the document in the archive it is a safe assumption that it was intended for Zenon’s eyes. We also do not know who the author was, but he was likely reporting on the misbehavior of someone whose actions he could observe and thus someone in the same line of work. So what was the occupation of the man denounced as a liar and embezzler? The large geographical range of his operations—from the Aegean down to Alexandria—suggests that he was someone working on ships.48 That he was a man involved in maritime activities is suggested further by the nature of the goods he is said to have pilfered. Mostly those were beds and bed linens, which were probably not cargo but part of the standard equipment of long-haul ships.

In a document from the archive listing imported goods we find household items—stove burners, braziers and a couch—that were exempt from taxation. Almost certainly those goods were carried onboard for the use of the crew and passengers, and we can imagine a similar purpose for the bedding material.49 Such items were not without value. Mattresses could fetch close to sixty drachmas apiece, as a papyrus in the archive informs us.50 The embezzler, then, had likely been stealing ship furnishings, in part for his own use, in part to sell for profit. A colleague of his had become aware of this thieving and had decided to report it. Unfortunately, we do not know what action might have been taken by Apollonios or his higher-ranking agents in response to the account.

The letter revealed fraud and theft, but apart from such serious transgressions, Apollonios’ men also reported a lack of due diligence by their fellow agents. A message to Zenon from a certain Krotos, an agent operating in or around Joppa, presents an example.51 Krotos complained about the general incompetence of a man named Alexis, who seems to have been a subordinate of his.52 Allegedly Alexis had failed to collect a sum of money from a group of oil transporters, although a slave girl had been given as a pledge for the debt. Through his bumbling he had let not only the money but also the slave girl slip through his fingers. He had, in addition, let a sailor escape from prison; the man was now nowhere to be found. In all likelihood the sailor belonged to the crew of one of Apollonios’ ships.53 The reason for his incarceration is not stated, but we can speculate that he was guilty of embezzlement of the kind described above. A public-order offense is also possible, although if that was the case, it is unclear why Krotos would have concerned himself with the matter. At any rate, if Alexis’ actions did not constitute fraud, they were still failures to perform professional duties. Presumably Krotos wrote to Zenon to deflect blame for the incidents and to create a record of who was responsible for them.

Yet more evidence for internal monitoring is provided by a letter from one Herakleides, a coachman known also from other Zenon papyri. In a rather elliptical and rambling report, he described the behavior of two men operating in the area between Joppa, Ptolemais and Pegai (fig. 3.2).54 He did not specify their profession, but a reference to the neglect and sale of animals under their care suggests that they were colleagues of his. A coachman with the same name as one of the alleged culprits appears also in another document, providing further support for that hypothesis.55 Herakleides accused the two of running a prostitution ring, wasting money, neglecting their duties and probably also of selling their principal’s property. He listed a number of shady transactions that they were involved in, including the sale, purchase and exploitation of female slaves. To discredit the duo further, he added that one of them had been dragged off to prison and shackled for seven days after a disturbance of some sort had erupted. He concluded by summing up the wrongdoings he had either witnessed personally or heard mentioned:

For each day they went out onto the streets and made a splendid profit. And because they were doing this they did not keep their mind upon the livestock but Drimylos each day warmed two bronze cauldrons of water for his sweetheart. And he sold the female ass and the onager. And there are witnesses of these events. Concerning more of these affairs, if you ask me, you will find the whole truth.56


Some of the actions on which Herakleides reported were not so much fraudulent toward the principal as unseemly: landing in prison after a brawl, squandering money on a girlfriend’s bathing habits. We could see these additions simply as an attempt at character assassination, but one wonders if Herakleides was not also worried about the social position of Apollonios’ agents—himself included—in Syria-Palestine. If so, his reporting may betray an awareness that to function properly, the network needed to observe reasonable bounds of decency. Many of Apollonios’ men stationed in the area were originally from Greece or western Asia Minor, were recent arrivals from Egypt and were thus easily identifiable corporately. Misbehavior of even one would reflect negatively on the group, and a bad collective reputation would make it harder for all agents to operate effectively. To prevent unnecessary difficulties, it was best for the collective to restrain improper conduct.

As the ultimate beneficiary of the network Apollonios as well was incentivized to curb any misbehavior of his men toward the local population. That held true especially for his agents’ treatment of local collaborators, who were indispensable for the smooth running of business. Concern for the ongoing cooperation of such collaborators probably explains the presence of a letter in the archive from a man who was evidently a non-Greek. He complained bitterly to Zenon about the treatment he had received, first at the hands of a certain Krotos and then of a certain Jason.57 The author had worked for Zenon in Syria, probably as a transporter; “I did everything that was ordered with respect to the camels,” he declared. But after Zenon’s return to Egypt he had been regarded with contempt by Krotos and had not been paid his salary, despite repeated requests. A similar episode had then followed with Jason. According to the author he had suffered the described injustices because of his non-Greek ethnicity:

They have treated me with scorn because I am a “barbarian.” I beg you, therefore, if it seems good to you, to give them orders that I am to obtain what is owing and that in future they pay me in full, in order that I may not perish of hunger because I do not know how to speak Greek.58

Because the first words of the text have faded, we lack the author’s name, making it impossible to determine his ethnic background. Given that he had been employed by Zenon in Syria, it seems reasonable to assume that he was a local Arab, but this can be no more than conjecture. The language of the letter also gives no indication of his ethnic identity. It is written in decent Greek, but was likely composed by a scribe rather than the nameless “barbarian” in person. This transmission through an intermediary has made it impossible to judge how weak the protagonist’s Greek was in actuality. He presumably knew enough to communicate with Krotos and Jason, despite his claim that he did not speak the language at all. But whatever his Greek language proficiency might have been, his non-Greek ways had apparently been reason for Apollonios’ men to treat him with disdain.

Yet the insults and injustices were clearly not the end of the affair. The maltreated “barbarian” wrote to Zenon directly and evidently got his complaint across. We would like to know if any action was taken to right the alleged wrongs and if it included not only the overdue salary payments but also a reprimand (or worse) for Krotos and Jason. No evidence exists allowing us to say what happened next, but the fact that the letter was filed in Zenon’s records does suggest that the complaint was taken seriously. We can conclude that when Apollonios’ men employed external labor and treated it unfairly, complaints could reach the highest rungs of management, pointing to checks on abuse. More information on such checks is provided by the documentation related to the running of Apollonios’ agricultural business in Syria-Palestine.

Apollonios’ Baitanata Estate

A number of papyri provide information on the management of an estate that Apollonios possessed at Baitanata, southeast of Tyre (fig. 3.2).59 An undated document records gifts sent on behalf of Apollonios to both Zenon and a certain Kriton, probably to be identified with the frequently mentioned commander of Apollonios’ commercial fleet in the Nile Delta.60 The presents were all foodstuffs (Chian cheese, olives, fish and meat) and included wax-sealed jars of wine from Baitanata’s vineyards. Apart from telling us that the wine must have been of high enough quality to serve as handouts, the text provides us with information on the status of the land. The Zenon archive makes it clear that the large Egyptian domain that Apollonios would later receive from the king was a so-called dôrea, a gift by revocable title. By contrast, the papyri refer to Baitanata only with the generic term of ktȇma, “estate,” suggesting that it was not royal but private land. If so, it must have been acquired by Apollonios personally, although we do not know how or when it might have come into his possession.61

We get some information on the size of the vineyards in a letter dated May 9, 257 BCE.62 It was written by a man named Glaukias and addressed to Apollonios directly. Glaukias is recorded nowhere else in the archive, but his letter confirms that he was an agent sent from Egypt to inspect matters at Baitanata and to settle some other Syrian affairs, which remain vague. From his message we learn that the vineyards had 80,000 vines, which, depending on the spacing between plants, probably meant a plot size between 18 and 44 hectares.63 The letter reports on the work done on the estate—a well struck, a dwelling constructed—and the quality of the vintage. According to the up-beat assessment of Glaukias, the wine produced was so excellent that it could pass for Chian, one of the most prized wines of the Hellenistic world. “Your business is flourishing and fortune is favoring you in all things,” he concluded brightly.64

Yet from a third and only fragmentary papyrus, it seems that some fifteen months earlier trouble had been brewing at Baitanata.65 Because of the lacunae in the text, much remains uncertain, but it is obvious that the farmworkers had lodged a complaint and that the estate manager, Melas, had been communicating with them about their grievances. A higher-ranking but now anonymous third party had then intervened and drawn up a report. This third party was for certain not Zenon, who at the time of these events was about to return to Egypt. The author of the report, by contrast, had just arrived from Egypt, as he notes in passing. Perhaps he was the inspector Glaukias who would visit the area in May of the following year. But whoever wrote the report, from the last lines it would seem that the document was intended for Apollonios, even if he is not explicitly identified as the addressee:

I asked them (i.e., the workers) to stay and to put things in order. If they do this they will receive all kindness from you. Having made these recommendations, I dispatched them. Melas thought it right that I write to you in regard to all these matters. Therefore I have written to you so that you will know.66


The workers were complaining about three seemingly unrelated issues, though all to do with the estate’s harvest. First, they objected to a claim of arrears on payments for some unknown crop, probably grain.67 Whether the complaint concerned taxation or rent is unclear, as is the function of the kômomisthôtȇs making the request for outstanding payments. The title appears only once elsewhere in the papyrological corpus in an equally ambiguous context, and could indicate a private tax farmer but also a Ptolemaic public official.68

Second, the workers protested that solid cakes of grape skins and seeds, the residual material from the grape pressing process, had been taken away from them while they had a dearth of such leftovers. They probably considered compressed grape skins to be valuable as foodstuffs, and perhaps also as medicine.69 Finally, they seem to have been complaining about a tax on figs, although the text is too fragmentary to say much beyond that. Whatever the nature of the last complaint, it at least suggests that in addition to vineyards and likely grain fields the estate included orchards:

Regarding the grape pressings that were taken away (?). Melas acknowledged to have taken them, because the place suffered from a lack of water and they ruined the grape pressings. He needed (it) for the workers he had in the city and most of (the tenants) owned their own vineyards from which they could get pressings. To those who did not own vineyards he promised that he would provide sufficient (pressings). But they also complained about the figs because he had collected the three … from the crop … injustice … that they have produced the figs in the 27th year and that they also have paid to … from the fruit they had produced.

Melas’ mention of provisions for his workers in the city—Tyre presumably—tells us that his responsibilities extended beyond Baitanata, and that his principal’s business affairs in the area had longer branches. His remark that most of the farmers could get grape pressings from their own vineyards further shows us that many of them were landowners who worked at Apollonios’ estate as either leaseholders or wage laborers. Baitanata thus seems to have depended on the surrounding farming community for its economic success.

My concern is what the report reveals about the behavior of Apollonios and his men toward the local population. If the farmworkers were complaining, they seem not to have been cowed into submission. They evidently did not lack means of redress when they felt they were being unfairly treated, and it seems that their petition eventually reached Apollonios personally. A year later things had apparently calmed down completely, and the estate was thriving. Glaukias, in his report on the situation there, makes no mention of any further trouble with the laborers. Moreover, given the reportedly high quality of the vintage, careful work must have been done on the vines in the intervening months. Whatever the nature of the dispute in 258 BCE, it seems not to have been indicative of ongoing, abusive exploitation.

The episode and its aftermath suggest that Apollonios and his local agents were motivated by stationary-bandit considerations. They were incentivized to prevent a rebellion or more passive resistance by the agricultural workforce at Baitanata to ensure the estate’s long-term productivity and profitability. Of course, Apollonios was not acting in his capacity as finance minister in his dealings with the laborers on his personal estate. But as noted above, his behavior was informed by a complex blend of public and private incentives. An attempt to study his activities based on a clear distinction between the two is all but impossible, as we will see in the next section.

Trade, Taxation and Diplomacy

The first time we see Zenon personally conducting business overseas is in a document dating to April or May of 259 BCE and drawn up in the village of Birta in the Transjordan (fig. 3.2). It records the sale of a seven-year-old Babylonian slave girl. The Syrian slave trade is frequently attested in the archive, and the document suggests that Apollonios had a stake in it not only as a government official but also as a businessman and consumer. Given the private nature of the recorded transaction, the girl was in all likelihood destined for Apollonios’ personal household.

The sale took place on behalf of a certain Toubias, a local chieftain and Ptolemaic vassal.70 The cosmopolitan character of the Hellenistic world is on vivid display in the contract. Toubias’ transacting agent was a Cnidian Greek, while a military settler in his service is identified as a “Persian,” likely a Jew judging from his father’s name, Ananias. On Zenon’s side the witnesses included a geographical variety of Greeks: a Milesian, an Athenian, a Colophonian and an Aspendian.

What makes this contract typical of the Zenon archive is the fluidity between private and public economies it displays. Toubias was a local ruler in Ptolemaic-controlled territories and as such ultimately subject to royal power. His position as a political stakeholder is highlighted in a letter of his to Apollonios, in which he mentioned having followed Apollonios’ suggestion of sending gifts to the king, clearly as a diplomatic gesture. From another one of his letters we know that he sent gifts also to Apollonios personally.71 Toubias and Apollonios thus engaged in public diplomacy while at the same time transacting privately through their business agents. Such a combination emerges also in other documents, for instance in a list of goods that Zenon shipped from Ptolemais to Pelousion, ranging from crab and Sicilian salted fish to rose oil and live goats. Those goods were gifts made by two men with Phoenician names: Balmalakos and Mattanit(?) son of Tibelos, the first declaring himself to be on familiar terms with Zenon.72 Here as well we are likely seeing diplomatic gestures of local power-holders, at least one of whom had transacted some private business with Apollonios’ agent.

As noted above, the slave trade often appears in the archive, and it is clear that not just Zenon but also many of his colleagues were engaged in it. As far as we can tell the slaves making their way to Egypt were predominantly children, mostly girls like the Babylonian girl that Zenon bought from Toubias. We possess little information on how they were employed, but in all probability they were destined for household work, not heavy labor on the farm.73 The import of slaves was motivated by financial considerations. Relatively plentiful and cheap in Syria-Palestine, slaves were scarce and expensive in Egypt, and the price difference fueled a lucrative Levantine export business.74

But although Syrian slaves were an attractive commodity to markets in Egypt, a tax had to be paid to get them there. Given Apollonios’ dual position as an importer and the king’s finance minister his agents’ activities in this economic area are interesting to observe. Two letters in particular are worth discussing. The one cited below dates to September 6, 257 BCE, at a time when Zenon had already returned to Egypt. Evidently his colleagues thought it expedient to keep him abreast of goings-on overseas. The interpretation of the document is not straightforward because, as is often the case, pieces of the puzzle are missing. Nevertheless, it is obvious that a certain Apollophanes, an agent of Apollonios, had clashed with the custom officials in Gaza:

Philotas to Zenon, greeting. Krotos requested us to write to you concerning the slaves who ran away from the harbor of Gaza. For I happened to be called in by Apollophanes and him (i.e., Krotos) in order to work with them on matters with the tax collectors and (to recover and send the slaves?) quickly to them. Therefore, having proceeded to Herodes the tax collector, I found that Apollophanes had made an agreement with him for a tax of eighty drachmas in the name of Apollonios. Whereupon I annulled that (agreement) and made another in the name of Apollophanes and decreased the tax agreed upon by forty drachmas. And I brought the slaves back to the harbor and we brought them to Herakleides (i.e., the boat captain) and handed them over to Apollophanes. And he said that he himself would guard (them) and he did not let us concern ourselves with it although we were willing to assist in watching (the slaves). Therefore, I wrote to you that you would know.75

The runaway slaves mentioned by the letter writer Philotas seem to have been captured or at least detained by the customs authorities at Gaza. This is not stated in so many words, but implied by the fact that Philotas went to see the tax official Herodes to arrange matters and bring the slaves back to the harbor, doubtless the place from where they had made their bid for freedom. The listed sum was probably not a regular tax but an exceptional surcharge for capture and detention, which would explain why it was negotiable.76 So far, the reading of the papyrus poses few problems.

However, the role of the agent Apollophanes is difficult to assess. Why had he made an agreement in his principal’s name for a sum of eighty drachmas, and why was it then transferred to his own name for half that amount? To my mind the most plausible explanation is that Apollophanes, while carrying out a slave shipment for Apollonios, had charged his principal’s account for the unforeseen cost he had incurred.77 His senior colleague Philotas had subsequently reassessed and renegotiated the deal, transferring the charge to Apollophanes personally as the agent responsible for letting the slaves escape. Still, he did lend his fellow agent a hand by arranging a much reduced sum.


How Philotas had managed to convince the Gazan tax official to break open the contract and cut the charge by half is unclear, although his senior position within the agent network must have helped. It seems doubtful that anyone unconnected to a man as influential as Apollonios would have had the leverage that Philotas apparently enjoyed. Apollophanes had initially made a contract in his principal’s name, so there can be no doubt that all involved knew perfectly well who the interested party behind the shipment was. Moreover, the Ptolemaic finance minister was by no means just anyone to the tax collectors operating in the Gazan harbor. The dynamic at work here, which is difficult for us fully to appreciate, was thus that two groups of men who served different immediate interests but who were ultimately subordinate to the same powerful individual attempted to get the best arrangement possible.

The agent Apollophanes’ performance in this affair had hardly been outstanding. Despite his errors, there were still people willing to assist him, but one cannot help but wonder if his conduct damaged his standing with his peers. An undated letter mentioning a conflict between him and one of Apollonios’ ship captains does indeed hint at such damage. It tells us that the captain had refused to take Apollophanes on board (here as well, a third party came to the rescue), although no details are given on why.78 Whatever might have made Apollophanes objectionable as a passenger, that he had a history of causing trouble for those around him is suggested further by another letter dating to 257 BCE.

Once more he had been shipping slaves, out of Tyre this time, and once more some wheeling and dealing with custom officials had ensued. The question of what exactly transpired has been debated in the scholarship, but evidently Apollophanes had attempted to export slaves out of Phoenicia without possessing the necessary papers. Confronted by the Tyrian taxmen, he had turned to a certain Menekles and claimed to be handling Zenon’s merchandise. This assertion had prompted Menekles to intervene on Apollophanes’ behalf, probably with the outcome that the shipment was allowed to proceed:

Herakleitos to Zenon, greetings. … Apollophanes also came to Syria, and while we were on the way to Massyas we met him in Sidon. … And Menekles, the man in Tyre, related that he (i.e., Apollophanes) transported slaves and goods from Gaza to Tyre and transshipped them in Tyre without having notified the custom officials and without having an export license for the slaves. And they (i.e., the custom officials) noticed this and confiscated his goods. Apollophanes then appeared before Menekles and said that the slaves and goods belonged to you; therefore, Menekles also defended his interests. I am writing it to you now so that you order Apollophanes that he should enter nothing in your name except when it appears to be useful to you.... Farewell.79

Menekles is a key figure in this story, but we do not know what his function might have been. He could have been a Ptolemaic custom official, although the way he is described in the text, “the man in Tyre,” suggests otherwise. He was obviously in close contact with the letter writer Herakleitos, to whom he had reported Apollophanes’ actions. Moreover, he was ready to assist when goods said to belong to Zenon were impounded, by implication suggesting that he was protecting the business interests of Apollonios as his principal. These circumstances would lead to the conclusion that he was yet another one of Apollonios’ ubiquitous overseas agents. If so, he was evidently superior in rank to Apollophanes. Just as Philotas in the letter cited above, he apparently had a good deal of power, enough to challenge the custom house in Tyre. We thus get the impression that here as well the crux of the matter was state affairs somehow intersecting with private enterprise. The question is to what degree—if any—Apollonios was involved in the events described here. He is not mentioned anywhere in the extant correspondence, and in contrast to the previous episode no agreements were made in his name.

Michael Rostovtzeff thought that we are witnessing a shady business from the top down. In his interpretation of events, the agents were shipping slaves from Phoenicia to Egypt for Apollonios, using his high position to influence officials and evade taxes, presumably with his tacit consent.80 But Victor Tcherikover challenged that reading, providing a more plausible interpretation. The slaves, he argued, were probably not destined for Egypt at all. They were brought to Tyre from Gaza, which shows that they were on a northerly, not a southerly route. It therefore seems more likely that Apollophanes intended to ship the slaves beyond the borders of the Ptolemaic kingdom, which would also explain why he needed an export license. The finance minister could surely have produced such a license, and the fact that none was issued implies that the agent was acting without his principal’s knowledge and permission.

In this reading only Apollophanes had acted in a less than upright manner. Found out, he did not want Apollonios to learn of the affair, which is why he invoked not the name of his principal but Zenon’s when appealing to Menekles for help.81 Menekles came to his defense, so it would seem that this plan worked, at least initially. Herakleitos on hearing all this thought he should warn Zenon that merchandise was being shipped under the false claim that it belonged to him. We would like to know what happened next and if Apollonios eventually took disciplinary steps against Apollophanes, something he was perfectly willing to do, as we have seen above. Unfortunately, we do not know how the affair ended.

Regardless of whether this reconstruction is correct in every detail, both cited letters on slave exports illustrate how Apollonios’ private business inevitably crossed paths with the tax gathering machinery that was also under his supervision. Some scholars have doubted if he always walked a straight line in this area. Bagnall thought that it “appears at times as if Apollonios was, through Zenon, busy evading the laws that he was responsible for enforcing.”82 Rostovtzeff harbored similar suspicions, as we have seen. However, no concrete evidence exists to support that view. Campbell Edgar, in an extensive survey of the archive, found no indication of dishonesty, unscrupulousness or cheating of the treasury, concluding that “nothing recorded of [Apollonios] leads us to suppose that he was not a faithful servant of the king.”83 Evidence on the importing side of Apollonios’ shipments is in line with that assessment.

Direct information on his handling of Ptolemaic taxation is provided by custom declarations made at Pelousion, Egypt, for goods coming in from Syria-Palestine, probably included in the archive because Zenon was involved on the forwarding end. One long papyrus dating to May or June of 259 BCE lists the cargo of two ships. The text shows us both the variety of goods for personal use that Apollonios shipped in from overseas and the tax he paid on those goods.84 All imported products appear to have been of high quality. Some were luxury goods, such as wine from dried grapes, Attic honey, Chian cheese, game meat (wild stag and boar) and “white oil,” a prized commodity produced in a special manufacturing process.85 The varying quantities listed—low for oil, much higher for wine—suggest that some imports were intended for Apollonios’ own household while others may have been intended for retail, or perhaps to serve as handouts.86


Import duties were high on the products coming in: as much as 50 percent on white oil, special wine and high-quality vinegar, 33 percent on more common wines and dried figs, 25 percent on honey, meats, fish and cheeses and 20 percent on wool. On top of the import duties, minor taxes included a naval tax on oil and a 1 percent harbor levy. But contrary to what we might expect, little if any special treatment is detectable. The Egyptian custom house applied only a minimal deduction of 0.25 percent to the large sum due, and it is not even certain if it did so because of Apollonios’ position as finance minister.

The goods listed in the cargo inventories all originated in the Aegean, Asia Minor and Syria. But a document drawn up in Gaza provides evidence also on Apollonios’ trade with the Arabian Peninsula and India.87 The nature of the text—assembled from ten damaged papyrus fragments—is not clear. It could be listing exquisite presents sent to him in the service of diplomacy, the kind of gift-giving we have seen Toubias and two Phoenicians engage in. But a more likely explanation is that it records market purchases. The text opens with a mention of a certain Diodoros, who served as a “supervisor in charge of frankincense production” (tou epi tȇs libanôtikȇs). The title shows that Apollonios had an agent stationed in Gaza with the specific task of overseeing the movement of aromatics. Such permanent oversight makes more sense for regular, commercial shipments than for occasional dispatches of presents.

Further supporting that view is that the quantities listed seem to have been on the large side for gifts: one entry is for thirty talents (ca. 900 kilograms) of incense, another for an equal amount of myrrh.88 A list dated 261 BCE shows that Apollonios had appreciable quantities of Arabian aromatics stored in his Egyptian warehouses (at least ten talents’ worth), so he evidently had a high demand for such products.89 In that light, it should not surprise us that he had a man stationed permanently in Gaza. The city was a major transit point for perfumes, flavorings and spices, which were carried there through the Arabian Peninsula to be shipped to Mediterranean destinations (see also chapter 5).

The Gazan shipment inventory shows the large geographical range of the areas feeding the eastern supply lines. Goods included Minaean incense from south Arabia (present-day Yemen), frankincense from Gerrha on the Persian Gulf, henna and myrrh, both products of Arabia or India, and finally cinnamon oil, cassia and nard, all Indian products. Some of the fragrances and unguents were transported in alabaster jars, valuable containers in keeping with their expensive content. Such precious, unguent-filled jars were still traded much later in second-century CE Palmyra, as we know from its famous tax law.90 In Zenon’s time the Palmyrenes were not yet of any great commercial consequence, and they do not appear in the archive.91 But the papyri do refer to another people who were on the cusp of becoming instrumental in the steadily growing and highly lucrative east-west caravan trade, the Nabataeans.

A passage from Diodorus Siculus (19.94–100) places the rise of the Nabataeans in the late fourth century BCE. At that time they were beginning to grow rich by transporting Arabian aromatics and spices through the desert to their capital city, Petra, and on from there to Gaza. By the mid-third century they seemingly were not yet the prominent merchants and caravaneers they would become, but the Zenon papyri do contain hints of their ascent. The Gazan shipment inventory mentions a man with the Arab name of Malichos, the name of later Nabataean royalty. He lived in the Moabite region (modern Jordan) and may have been a trading agent. It is possible that he belonged to a nascent trade diaspora that would fully develop in the subsequent centuries and into the Roman period, when Nabataean merchants settled as far west as Puteoli in Italy.92

Elsewhere in the Zenon papyri as well, men with Nabataean names appear: Obanes, Rabbelos and Zaidelos. Finally, the word “Nabataeans” itself occurs in the archive, its oldest known attestation in the Greek language. A group of men labeled thus are described as being commercially active in the Hauran region (modern Jordan and Syria), which adds to the picture of a growing Nabataean mercantile presence in the area.93 Given the demand structure of the Hellenistic states, the appearance of the Nabataeans in our sources is not surprising. Much about the economic impact of the successor kingdoms on contemporary Arabia remains unknown, but that their formation spurred long-distance, desert trade in luxury products is not in doubt. In the third century BCE several Arabian dynasties adopted coinage based on the Attic drachma, a testament to the radiating economic influence of the Hellenistic states.94 A process of monetization also occurred in the Ptolemaic kingdom itself, which brings me to the evidence for banks and financial transactions in the Zenon archive.

Banks and Finance

In the earliest two documents from the Zenon archive, dated May 30, 261 BCE, Zenon does not himself appear. Both are official letters that were probably filed in Zenon’s documentation because he performed a courier service. They were written by Apollonios and contain instructions to one Apollodotos and a Hikesios, who were Carian crown officials on a visit to Syria-Palestine.95 As the letters must have been given to Zenon for him to pass on, it seems strange that they are preserved in the archive. It is possible that the extant documents are copies that Zenon made for his personal administration. But it is also possible that they are the originals, which he kept after relaying Apollonios’ instructions orally or after changed circumstances obviated the need for delivery.96 In any event, the text of both letters is identical save for the name of the intended recipient:

Apollonios to Apollodotos greeting. If anyone exporting grain from Syria pays you either the price or a deposit, receive it from them through the bank and give us double-sealed receipts, writing the name of the payer and the amount of money and whether he is paying on behalf of another. Farewell.97

We do not know the destination of the Syrian exports alluded to here. Tcherikover thought that the grain was being shipped from Syria to Egypt, but given the coals-to-Newcastle flavor of such an activity, shipments to Caria or even somewhere beyond the borders of the Ptolemaic kingdom seem more plausible.98 We also do not know from what type of plot the grain originated. It could have come from royal land or alternatively from a personal estate of Apollonios. As we have seen, the finance minister’s fields at Baitanata, though predominantly producing grapes, probably also produced some amount of grain. But given that no estate is specified by name or owner, it seems more likely that the grain came from land not exploited by either the Ptolemies or their officials. Both the producers and the exporters were probably private entrepreneurs whose business the Ptolemaic government regulated and taxed.


The existence of a financial infrastructure overseas is evident from the reference to a Syrian bank, which served as an intermediary facilitating transactions between Egypt and Syria. If the payments to be made were indeed public revenue from exports, then this was a “royal bank” (basilikȇ trapeza) and thus a state institution. Ptolemaic royal banks were operating at least as early as ca. 265 BCE, when one is first attested in a papyrological text.99 They facilitated payments on behalf of the king, received money due to him, including taxes, and were managed by government officials. But they also functioned as general financial institutions handling private accounts. They may have been a Ptolemaic invention but may also have been based on an older model from Athens, where there seems to have been a “public bank” (dȇmosia trapeza) already in the classical period.100 But one way or the other, the concept of a bank as a financial institution was almost certainly imported into Hellenistic Egypt from the Greek world.

Private banks initially operated in the Ptolemaic kingdom as well, starting in or before ca. 270 BCE, the date of their first attestation in the papyri.101 But they disappeared sometime after 259 BCE, when the government created a banking monopoly by leasing out the right to change money to a limited number of concession holders. These concessionary moneychangers existed alongside royal banks, the relationship between the two being the subject of debate. But if the exact nature of the arrangement escapes us, the firm hold of the Ptolemaic kingdom on banking activities betrays both a keen public interest in, and a clear understanding of, monetary affairs. The Romans considered the Ptolemaic financial infrastructure to be useful enough to maintain it, and most royal banks continued to operate as public institutions (dȇmosiai trapezai) under Roman rule.102

The earliest known message from Apollonios to Zenon personally, dated November 23, 260 BCE, also concerned financial matters. It was likely sent while Zenon was still in Egypt but already preparing for his journey. The letter contains instructions about logistics and salary payments: Zenon was asked to arrange transport and pay for two men named Nikomachos and Zoilos, both en route to Syria-Palestine. One would like to know who these men were and why they were traveling. Although we cannot be sure about the details, it is likely that, in contrast to the crown officials in the letters cited above, they were Apollonios’ private agents. Nikomachos is only mentioned here, but Zoilos appears in a letter from two years later, revealing him to have been stationed in Ptolemais, south of Tyre (fig. 3.2).103 About these two men Apollonios wrote:

Apollonios to Zenon greeting. We have sent to you Nikomachos and Zoilos. Therefore place them on the fast sailing ship or the merchant galley, and may they receive the same salary that is paid to the others. Each of them has twenty drachmas advance payment from us. Goodbye.104

A striking aspect of this letter is how few specifics Apollonios cared to provide. He obviously expected Zenon to be able to do what was asked of him without needing any great deal of instruction. Agents were apparently paid a standard compensation, which Apollonios assumed he need not specify. He also did not bother to state when and where the new arrivals were to be paid. As he had already given them an advance sum he must have intended full remuneration to take place somewhere in Syria after the agents had performed whatever task they had been given. Obviously he took it for granted that his intentions in all this would be self-evident to Zenon. Although we are deprived of information on agents’ salaries, we do learn that the pay structure of at least some of them was set up to incentivize them to perform their duties properly. If they did not, their salaries could be withheld.

To make the requested payments, Zenon must have had access to his principal’s funds in some way, but how we are not told. There can be little doubt that he had been entrusted with a sum in cash for his expedition. We have already seen the case of the disgraced agent Demetrios, who had been robbed of such travel money by pirates; in a letter cited farther down, a scribe touring Phoenicia also explicitly mentions a travel allowance. Several other papyri refer to such funds. One message lists a sum of a hundred drachmas, but whether that amount was typical or not, there is no way of knowing.105

Either way, Zenon did not in all likelihood need to carry all the necessary funds with him from Egypt. Given his principal’s authority as finance minister over the Ptolemaic banking system, it seems reasonable to assume that he could draw on accounts at one or more branches overseas.106 During the years after 257 BCE, when he had returned to Egypt, he arranged both his own and Apollonios’ affairs through no fewer than nine banks, so at that time at least such financial management was standard practice for him.107 But if Nikomachos and Zoilos were not paid out of a strongbox, what bank was to be used is not stated, and neither is a location or banker’s name. The brevity of the letter is telling about the amount of information residing with Zenon and— given the involvement of at least two other agents, a ship’s captain and perhaps a Syrian banker—within the wider network.

A letter dated December 30, 259 BCE, tells us about the kind of cash that Zenon must have received for his trip. It was written by Demetrios, a scribe stationed on the island of Cyprus (a Ptolemaic possession at the time) but on a journey along the Phoenician coast:108

Demetrios to Zenon greeting. I have spent my travel allowance because of some purchases in Tyre. Therefore, you would do well to give 150 drachmas to Nikadas who has brought the letter to you. Charmos finished before me and went ahead, otherwise I would have sent him along (with Nikadas). Make certain too that you send Nikadas to Berytus safely. Also, write to me where the money must be sent. Goodbye:109

We do not know what Demetrios had bought in Tyre, but given the source of the money, the purchases must have been made in the service of either the governmental duties or the business ventures of Apollonios. Both seem equally possible. The only other letter in the archive where Tyre appears is the one that describes the dubious activities of the agent Apollophanes.110 From that document it appears that the city played a role as both a trading hub and a place where custom officials were busy checking export licenses. But regardless of whether the scribe’s expenditures were made for private affairs, public affairs, or some combination of the two, Apollonios’ men apparently enjoyed some flexibility in how they spent their travel funds. In all likelihood they had to produce a formal expense report subsequent to their expeditions. But from Demetrios’ request, it would seem that it was perfectly ordinary for them to tap the network for cash when money ran short. It is worth noting in this regard that the letter does not mention interest payments.111 The loan was not a commercial transaction but a temporary reallocation of internal funds.


Zenon evidently had access to financial resources he could use to respond to requests for bridge funding. Almost certainly, he sent Demetrios the 150 drachmas in cash, but it cannot be deduced whether he took the money out of a strongbox or drew on a bank account. Seeing how Demetrios asked Zenon to specify where he should send repayment Zenon was obviously on the move at the time and would have had difficulty operating through a single banking house. On the other hand, it is not unthinkable that several banking establishments were available to him overseas, allowing him to withdraw and deposit money while on the road. In Egypt the network of royal banks was widely spread out over towns and villages.112 If the situation in Syria-Palestine was not necessarily identical, it seems likely that more banks existed than the one we happen to know about through the letters to the two Carian officials. Regardless, Apollonios’ overseas business network clearly was firmly plugged into the monetary economy.

The wide geographical spread of royal banks over Egypt and their establishment also in the Ptolemaic overseas territories brings me to an important point. In constructing a financial infrastructure, the state had in effect created a public good. Of course, royal banks served the interests of the state first and foremost, facilitating tax payments to the treasury, which is why they were kept under public management. In addition, the sophistication of the Ptolemaic banking system in the mid-third century BCE should not be overstated, as it was still in development at the time. Sitta von Reden, in a thorough survey of the role of money in early Ptolemaic Egypt, lists both the financial capabilities and limitations of banks:

Account holders could advise bankers by written order to pay out to, or accept money from, third parties. Yet no giro transfer of money from one account to another, or between accounts in different banks, is so far attested. Royal bankers seem to have been able to set off payments into one account against expenditure from another, and thus in practice transferred money between accounts. But this is attested only in connection with royal deposits and was not a normal procedure.113

All the same, the economic effect of the development of a financial infrastructure was profound. Although Egypt knew rudimentary forms of coinage already in the seventh century BCE, its economy went from being largely unmonetized to largely monetized in the course of the third century BCE.114 How far the use of coins and banks trickled down the socioeconomic ladder is a matter of debate, but undeniably the overall effect was to allow an increasing number of Ptolemaic subjects access to financial institutions. The expansionary effect will have been comparable to the one that Rome experienced after its rise in monetary liquidity, a topic discussed extensively by David Hollander and Philip Kay (see chapter 1).115 Certainly in this area, the Ptolemaic kingdom engaged in behavior that was both beneficial to the state and economic development generally.116

Public Order and Private Enforcement

The documents discussed so far suggest that Apollonios and his men treated the exploitation of Syria-Palestine as a going concern, behavior consistent with the stationary-bandit model. If they were representative of the Ptolemaic kingdom, we should expect to see state promotion of public order overseas, similar to that in Egypt. At the same time, we should not expect to see third-party enforcement, a public good unavailable even in the Egyptian heart-land.117 The Zenon papyri indeed show the state providing order, but not enforcement.

One document is particularly revealing about the lack of third-party enforcement, even if many details of the story remain blurry.118 What we know for certain is that Jeddous, a local chieftain in a village somewhere in Judea or Idumea, owed Zenon money but had been unwilling to pay. Zenon had written to him warning that securities for the sum would be seized if payment was not forthcoming, but the threat had not had the desired effect. Confronting the debtor was then left to one of Zenon’s assistants, a man named Straton, who was accompanied by a young helper sent as backup by a district official.119 The official had given the young man a letter in which Jeddous was once more admonished to repay his debt. This step, too, did not resolve the situation. The document records that the two men returned empty-handed, having been violently ejected from the village. What happened next we unfortunately do not know. The affair is never mentioned again in the extant papyri.

How a local chieftain had come to be indebted to Zenon is an open question. As far as we know, Zenon did not have any assets in Syria-Palestine and traveled there only once in his lifetime. Maybe he had lent some money to Jeddous, as he had done with the scribe Demetrios some three months earlier (see above). But that explanation does not seem likely, as Jeddous obviously did not form part of Apollonios’ network of agents. It seems equally unlikely that the debt consisted of tax arrears. Zenon was a private agent, not a government official, and nowhere else in the archive do we see him engaged in tax gathering. The most plausible explanation is, therefore, that he tried to collect a debt resulting from a private business deal of his principal.

As already mentioned, Apollonios was involved in the slave trade, transacting with local rulers like Toubias through his agents. A debt following a slave sale is therefore a distinct possibility. But whatever the nature of the debt might have been, the episode illustrates the limits of the Ptolemaic state in legal enforcement. Even a high-ranking agent of the finance minister could encounter difficulties in recovering a debt. Zenon largely had to rely on self-help. The district authorities did lend him a hand, but in an ad hoc fashion that turned out to be wholly ineffectual. If after Zenon’s conspicuous lack of success they followed up with more forceful measures, we do not know about it.

Five letters drafted by Zenon on the back of an account for oil imports present another instructive case where the absence of third-party enforcement had to be circumvented.120 The drafts show that Zenon intended to write to a number of men in a plot to recover some lost property. Many cancellations and corrections demonstrate that he had been laboring over his sentences. The pertinent lines of the first three letters read:

To Pasikles. If you are well, it would be excellent; we too are well. Krotos informed me that you had written to him that the runaway slaves are reported to be with Kollochoutos and his brother Zaidelos and that they demand a hundred drachmas for returning them. Therefore, you would do well to make all effort that they be recovered and handed over to Straton who carries this note to you. For by doing this you would grant me a favor. And whatever you spend I will repay. … And if you have any need of anything from the country (i.e., Egypt), write to us, for we will gladly do it.

To Epikrates. During our stay in Marisa we bought slaves out of Zaidelos’ stock but, while we were on our way to Egypt, three of the slaves ran away, two of them brothers; their names and descriptions I have written below. We were informed that they are with Kollochoutos. … Therefore, you would do well to make all effort that they be recovered and handed over to Straton.

To Peisistratos. If you are well, it would be excellent; we too are well. Krotos informed us that Pasikles had written that the runaway slaves, which we bought in Marisa from Zaidelos’ stock, are being held for reward. Therefore, we wrote requesting that all care be taken that they be recovered and that he hands them over to Straton who is carrying these letters to you. Therefore, you too would do well both by reminding him and by zealously cooperating so that they do not get away. … And you too would favor us by writing if you desire anything from the country (i.e., Egypt), for we would gladly do it for you.121

What these letters reveal is that Zenon had bought a number of slaves in Marisa (east of Gaza, fig 3.2) from the brothers Kollochoutos and Zaidelos, and that part of his purchase had then fled. The escaped slaves had somehow ended up back with the sellers, who were demanding a fee of a hundred drachmas for their release.

Asking such fees was permitted under Ptolemaic law if done through local officials, as demonstrated by an inscription from Caria dating to ca. 200 BCE.122 But in this particular instance, the demand was made by the same men who had sold the slaves. They were likely attempting to benefit twice from the sale in an underhanded way, which explains why Zenon wanted to take action against them. The drafts show him organizing support for his case. At the time of writing he had already returned to Egypt, which must be the reason why he intended to leave the execution of his plan to his assistant Straton, presumably the same man he had sent over to Jeddous in the failed attempt to recover a debt. Straton was to deliver Zenon’s letters and was to act as the central figure in a group of hoped-for collaborators, who were to include the three addressees in the cited drafts: Pasikles, Epikrates and Peisistratos. The drafts not quoted here were addressed to two others, a certain Epainetos and Ammon, who were asked not to hinder Straton in the performance of his task.

Who were the five men to whom Zenon was writing? Little to no information is available on them, but Epikrates at least seems to have been an agent of Apollonios. A fragmentary papyrus, also mentioning slaves in Marisa and likely forming part of the same dossier, records him forwarding a shipment of wool.123 It is possible that the others were Ptolemaic officials, although the letters provide no evidence to suggest that they were. But even if some were in the service of the public authorities, Zenon’s draft letters do not show that “from the mid-third century, Marisa (was) well under Ptolemaic control with a police or military presence, difficult to define but real,” as Xavier Durand proposed.124 On the contrary, what we are witnessing is an attempt at self-help. All letters give the strong impression that assistance was requested of the addressees as personal favors; the one to Pasikles in fact expressly says so. Moreover, Pasikles and Peisistratos were promised rewards in return for their aid. Both were asked if they desired anything from the homeland, which was probably an offer to supply them with goods that were scarce in Syria-Palestine but available to Zenon in Egypt. The promise of a recompense in kind shows the tit-for-tat nature of the solicited support. In short, Zenon was planning enforcement of his private property rights through personal connections.

The need to drum up support in such a manner was doubtless exceptional. Apollonios’ men will mostly have relied on personalized pressure within socially restricted groups for enforcement. Such groups could span larger geographical areas, but then had to depend on relationships within which repeat dealings took place or a trading partner’s public position was at stake. The first dynamic probably and the second definitely played a role in, for instance, the relationship between Toubias and Apollonios. It seems unthinkable that Toubias, who sold a slave girl to Zenon but who also sent diplomatic gifts to both the finance minister and the king, would ever have behaved as the Marisan slave dealers did. The implication is that the latter did not have strong ties to Zenon, Apollonios or the king, did not worry about their standing with any of them and did not care about missing out on future deals. Enforcement of private property rights under such conditions could evidently be problematic. Given the risks of entering into one-shot deals with less familiar overseas business partners, Apollonios and his agents must have kept such affairs to a minimum.

Caution of that kind must have been typical of long-distance traders in the ancient world. Still, Apollonios was no ordinary merchant but one of the highest-ranking officials in the Ptolemaic state. We might perhaps expect his men to have had access to public means of coercion unavailable to others. Yet Zenon in his conflicts with Jeddous and the Marisan slave dealers seems neither to have requested nor spontaneously to have received military support. This omission was not for lack of an army presence, as the main cities in Syria-Palestine were all garrisoned. Furthermore, the existence of a state coercion apparatus is shown by a papyrus dated ca. 261 BCE. It contains the text of two royal ordinances issued to regulate taxes and slave registrations. The decrees declared that all residents of Syria and Phoenicia should report possession of both livestock and enslaved freeborn natives to their local financial officials. The penalties for noncompliance were harsh: unreported slaves would be confiscated and their owners fined a sum of 6,000 drachmas.125 If nothing else, the decrees demonstrate that the state was perfectly ready to employ its means of force in tax and census matters.

Such force extended to maintaining public order, as shown by two letters from the Zenon archive discussed above. In the first letter we hear of a man who had stirred up a commotion, and who was then imprisoned and shackled for a week. In the second we learn of a sailor who had been incarcerated, although he managed to escape and disappear.126 In both texts the word “prison” appears, called a phylakȇ in the original Greek of the one letter, a desmôtȇrion in the other. John Bauschatz has argued that in Egypt those were technical terms referring to different buildings manned by different types of police forces.127 Whether the distinction existed also in Syria-Palestine cannot be determined on the basis of the available evidence. But one way or the other, the letters show that as in Egypt, so in the Ptolemaic overseas possessions a public-order infrastructure existed.

As we have seen at the beginning of this chapter, Apollonios could and did imprison his own agents if he saw the need to do so. Taking that step was no doubt unusual for him, but it does show that the state’s coercion apparatus stood at his disposal. We can therefore reasonably ask why he did not freely allow it to be turned on uncooperative business partners of his overseas agents. In formulating an answer, I suggest that we once again need to consider his position as the official of a stationary-bandit state, and an entrepreneur with an encompassing economic interest in Syria-Palestine. Third-party enforcement was not a public good that the Ptolemaic kingdom provided. If Apollonios had asymmetrically used state force for his own ends, this would have been seen by the local population as extralegal and extortionate. That perception would have, in turn, created incentive problems, an outcome that was not in Apollonios’ personal interests nor in the interests of the state he served. Employing public means of violence had to be left strictly as a last resort to avoid damaging economic productivity and diminishing rent and tax revenue.


Concluding Remarks

The papyri related to Zenon’s tour around Syria-Palestine present only a snapshot of third-century BCE economic activity, covering no more than a couple of years. But their limited chronological scope notwithstanding, they provide valuable insight into the incentives and behavior of a high-profile Ptolemaic official and his agents, and by extension of the Ptolemaic state. As a private entrepreneur, Apollonios imported both staple and luxury goods from Syria-Palestine and managed an agricultural business there. As an eminent public official, he received expensive diplomatic gifts from local power-holders and controlled the region’s tax and banking systems. He could have abused his dual position by evading taxes on his private ventures while engaging in predation to satisfy the state’s fiscal needs. However, nothing in the evidence suggests that he did so.

The public and private sides of his activities are often impossible to disentangle, but we get the overall impression that he ran a carefully managed operation. I propose that his socioeconomic and political position explains that outcome. His encompassing and long-term interest in Syria-Palestine as both a businessman and a royal official of a state in constant competition with the Seleucids incentivized him to behave as a stationary bandit. His behavior was mirrored by the kingdom he served, which used some of the resources it extracted to provide public goods, including a banking system and an infrastructure to enforce public order. But third-party enforcement was not a public good that the state provided. Private-order enforcement remained necessary, and the Zenon archive allows us near-unique insight into how it was achieved by an ancient business network.

Finally, for perspective, it is worth returning to the later Roman republic and its fiscal regime, a topic touched on in the introduction. The Zenon documents show that Apollonios’ management of affairs in Syria-Palestine was markedly different from how the Roman republican elite governed Rome’s growing overseas empire. The republic was ruled by officials elected for only short periods of time, with enforced intervals between magistracies. As James Tan has argued, when the republic began receiving taxes from its expanding overseas domains, the surplus became a potential threat to the elite’s monopoly on political power.128 If the new resources had been allowed to flow into the treasury, the state could have become a donor of public goods and thus a rival to elite patronage. Paradoxically, curtailing state revenue was therefore in the interests of the ruling aristocracy. Short-term magistracies combined with cutthroat political competition further disincentivized officeholders from maximizing state income. The public purse would be controlled by newly elected officials the following year, and inflating it bore the risk of handing political enemies an advantage.

The result was a fiscal regime in which provincial tax collection was farmed out—limiting the state’s entitlement to revenue to a fixed amount—while Roman citizens were exempted from taxation. As Tan explains, this system had a number of interconnected consequences. First, the state could not increase its footprint in its provision of public goods, and the Roman citizenry thus remained locked into preexisting ties of elite patronage. Second, members of the elite became classic examples of roving bandits, treating overseas magistracies as personal money-making ventures. The conquered provincials could not resist, while tax-exempt Roman citizens had lost the right to protest. The process of personal enrichment of the few and socioeconomic lock-in of the many was thereby allowed to continue. Eventually the tax system changed when the republic collapsed, turning the Roman state into a monarchy in all but name and leading to a relaxation of fiscal demands.
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Civic Order and Contract Enforcement

THE ROMAN EMPIRE WAS A successful political, military and economic organization. It was the largest state the ancient Mediterranean would ever know, ruling the entire Basin for centuries following an impressive series of military conquests. Archaeological work on the diffusion of transport containers and the development of harbor facilities is increasingly showing that connectivity within the state’s confines was high.1 Archaeological evidence is also providing an ever more detailed picture of Roman living standards, which in the first centuries CE were high as well (see further chapter 6). A general consensus seems to have developed that the Roman economy produced per capita growth, although the debate about when it might have begun and how long it might have lasted is likely to continue.2 But at all events, current studies reveal that the empire attained remarkable achievements.

As in ancient economic scholarship generally, the work of Douglass North has been deeply influential in research on Rome’s success. One item on the Neo-Institutional research agenda has been the organization of the state as a provider of public goods that facilitated trade. Keith Hopkins suggested that “Roman government and prolonged peace cut transaction costs; for example, the suppression of piracy made peaceful transport across the Mediterranean Sea possible, and so reduced the risks and costs of transport.”3 Elio Lo Cascio, in a similar vein, pointed to the “establishment of more peaceful and safer conditions at sea,” listing further “the diffusion of a ‘technology of measurement’ and of common metrological systems, and above all the creation of a unitary monetary area and of common legal rules.”4 Not all those cost-reducing factors required a unified political sphere. After all, the adoption of Attic and Alexandrian monetary standards had facilitated the economic integration of the Hellenistic East Mediterranean, but that outcome had not resulted from political consolidation by a single state. Still, Hellenistic state formation had been the driving force behind the process. It seems an uncontroversial proposition that the ongoing unification of currency and metrological systems under the Roman empire further facilitated economic development.

The unification of legal rules had equal if not more potential in that regard, but its positive effect on economic conditions was more complex. In theory, parties drafting a contract did not have to investigate which sets of rules were available, nor did they have to reach agreement on which set to apply. But in practice things were not so simple. Access to Roman law was at least nominally restricted to citizens, and local customs remained in force throughout the empire. Because of those complicating factors, transacting parties could not avoid incurring information and negotiation costs in adopting a legal framework. But a much bigger concern was enforcement costs. Following North’s work, Hopkins thought that the state reduced those costs, because its “enforcement of law secured relatively predictable and peaceful outcomes to contracts.”5 Lo Cascio, as well, argued that an “analysis of the state … becomes central, in so far as it is the state that, through what North calls its ‘comparative advantage in violence,’ can define and enforce the ‘rules of the game,’ in particular exclusive property rights.”6 As outlined in chapter 1, such views are incorrect. The Roman empire as a non-Weberian state did not claim a monopoly on violence, and consequently self-help “was vital in every era of Roman civilization and evident in every phase of Rome’s legal history.”7

That is not to say that courts lacked recourse to punitive measures. Juridical and literary texts say that they could brand someone with “infamy,” a sentence applied mostly in what we would call criminal justice.8 But there was no general “law of infamy” and, moreover, the “true impact of infamia as a legal penalty can only be fully understood in the context of Roman society where commerce and social progression was based on family and status connections.”9 Its efficacy, in other words, depended on mechanisms of reputation and social control, and thus ultimately on private order. In addition, one can question how much literary texts on infamy reflect Rome’s lived historical reality, especially outside aristocratic circles. From an extensive analysis of petitions to officials in Egypt dating to ca. 30 BCE–ca. 284 CE and concerning violations of persons and property, Barbara Anagnostou-Canas concluded: “In almost all documents, civil blends with criminal, and sentences settle questions of procedure rather than substance; rare are any references to penalties following this type of offense.”10

Of course Roman power was by no means toothless. The state involved itself in civilian policing and the maintenance of public order, just as the Ptolemaic kingdom had done (see chapter 3). The Roman state’s police activities were studied comprehensively by Christopher Fuhrmann in a book covering roughly the same time period as the one by Anagnostou-Canas. Fuhrmann observed that in Roman Egypt, probably the most fully policed province of the empire, liturgies and corvée duties indicate what security tasks the public authorities deemed to be important: “We hear of field guards, guards of the threshing floor, sluice guards, … crop guards, prison guards, day guards and night guards, watchtower guards and lookouts, harbor guards, estate guards, river guards, guardians of the peace, … bandit catchers, and just plain ‘guards.’”11 Significantly, in the evidence for this wide range of police duties, we hear nothing of civil enforcement officers.

Given the limits of state help in enforcement, it is not immediately obvious why legal actors would have turned to Roman law in the first place. Of course the process of transacting could be facilitated by using template contracts and standard clauses, and Roman law’s sophistication allowed it to be put to good use in moneylending and trade.12 But tailored alternatives accepted as valid within a restricted socioeconomic circle would equally have served. As a hypothetical situation, we can imagine specialized traders in a particular commodity adhering to rules that were specific to their business and different in detail or substance from the ones provided by the state. They would have been free to do so, as the “Romans imposed their rule but not their law.” We should therefore not overestimate the impact of imperial legal institutions on everyday economic life. “Although the Romans had developed a refined law of contracts and sat in judgment of provincial contract disputes across the empire, Roman law neither informed nor controlled the vast majority of those contracts.”13

Transacting parties might of course want a Roman court to have jurisdiction over any dispute that might arise between them. Official adjudication followed standardized procedures, rendering the process predictable and thereby attractive. Formal litigation also held the promise for the winning side of receiving an authoritative, state-sanctioned imprimatur, enhancing the chances that successful collective action would be taken against his adversary. The potential for that outcome was likely the main reason why disputants invested in legal action (see chapter 1). If contracting parties had any thoughts of ever going the route of formal litigation, they would do well to draft their agreements in accordance with official edicts. However, business partners doubtless avoided lawsuits where they could, attempting if at all possible to resolve conflicts bilaterally or through private arbitration by their peers. We cannot know what percentage of Roman contract disputes were resolved informally and what percentage ended up in the courts. But evidence from better documented historical periods suggests that the balance was tipped heavily in favor of the first.14

A restriction of Roman law to citizens, the continued vitality of local customs, a lack of state-provided enforcement and routine avoidance of formal litigation all impeded the legal unification of Rome’s vast empire. Yet where we catch a glimpse of the historical reality—in Campanian and Dacian wax tablets, in the Babatha archive from Arabia and in the papyri from Roman Egypt—we find a remarkable diffusion of Roman law.15 In a case study of documents found in Pompeii but drawn up predominantly in the port city of Puteoli, I have explained that phenomenon by way of path dependency.16 Roman law had deep historical roots, investments in legal knowledge created “sunk costs,” and procedures requiring parties to reach consensus on the litigation terms produced satisfactory outcomes. Those factors made Roman law the default system for contracting and conflict resolution in Puteoli, I argued. But although I still think that this assessment is correct, I now also think that an element is missing.

In chapter 2, I discussed imperial ideology and the way it gave economic actors agency in shaping the institutional environment of the “natural state.”17 Publicly displaying adherence to a shared ideology allowed heterogeneous business communities to connect, while it also provided informal constraints and created social order, facilitating collective action.18 In this chapter I will study the microeconomic effects of imperial ideology more closely, focusing specifically on the intracommunity enforcement of contracts. I argue that using the imperial legal system had enforcement and transaction-cost advantages, despite the absence of state coercion. Roman witnesses expressed their social standing by signing documents on behalf of contracting parties, making contracts what I call “publicly embedded.”

Within the ancient world, the practice of using witnesses to provide additional proof of transactions and to create community-wide knowledge of contracts was by no means unique to the Roman empire.19 But what made the Roman practice exceptional was its deep connection to social status, reflected in how names were sequenced in witness lists. Crucially, the civic order created by the state was the main determinant of someone’s ranking. Holding public office or having done so in the past provided the highest possible social standing, securing a claim to one of the top positions. Officeholding could mean service as a city magistrate but also as an official of the imperial cult. Such positions were few, and in Roman everyday business not all witnesses were or could be active magistrates or former officeholders. But Roman citizenship was another important status determinant, especially if acquired by birth.

These civic-order determinants were intertwined with an imperial ideology, in which legal actors engaged by expressing loyalty to the authority of the central state and more specifically the person of the emperor. Contracts drawn up following the precepts of the imperial legal system were thus tied to individuals’ personal status, a civic order and an imperial ideology, which in combination decreased the chances of breach and reduced enforcement costs. This complex of interlocking factors gave Roman contract law a competitive edge over alternatives, making it attractive as an economic institution.

To produce that historical outcome, several discrete social, ideological and status elements had to work together in a specific way. I stress that I do not see either the process or the result as premeditated, whether by state representatives or private economic actors. The combination of ideological and civic-order elements happened to be beneficial to legal enforcement, but that effect was unintended and undesigned. It can thus be classified as an “emergent property,” a phrase used frequently in the study of living organisms but also of decentralized, complex human systems. As Peter Checkland explains, emergence is “not a mysterious concept.” He gives an example from genetics for clarification:

For an observer to choose to see some complex entity as a whole, separable from its environment, it must have properties which (for that observer at least) are properties of it as a single entity: so-called emergent properties. These are the properties which make the whole entity “more than the sum of its parts.” … In the structure of DNA, the laws of physical chemistry allow any sequence of aminoacid residues along the double helix. In order to explain experimental findings we have to invoke the idea that certain sequences constitute a “code” which, in biological reproduction, results in our having red hair or a large nose. The “genetic code” is an emergent property of the aminoacid sequences.20

I suggest that the concept of emergence is useful also for our understanding of Roman contract enforcement. As a socioeconomic system, it was institutionalized but in an undirected way, while its efficacy was not to be found in any of the individual components constituting the ensemble.

To investigate how this system worked, I will study two sets of Roman documents written on wax tablets, the first from Campania, the second from the province of Dacia. In both cases it will appear that witness lists not only passively reflect a social-status order but also represent the active, ongoing shaping of that order. By signing Roman legal documents and listing their names according to their civic status, community members displayed their social standing and simultaneously reinforced it. They also put that reputation at risk, exposing it to the possibility that a formal contract to which they had added their names as a status marker might be breached. In addition, for all participants, witnessing was a time investment and a favor they were extending, one they expected to be reciprocated. Respecting the reputation of the witnesses and securing their future goodwill were serious factors to consider for the transacting parties. Both factors enhanced their incentives either to comply with the contract or to cooperate in dispute settlement, whether formally or informally. The combined effect was to create intracommunity webs of reciprocal obligations and trust that provided a way to enforce contracts in the absence of state coercion.

Witness Rankings in Roman Documents

The Campanian tablets I will consider first consist of three subsets, one from Herculaneum and two from nearby Pompeii (fig. 4.1). All were buried in volcanic debris during the famous eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in 79 CE that devastated the Bay of Naples. Both the Herculanean and the Pompeian collections contain witness lists, but they are not all equally usable due to damage and loss of evidence. Of the two Pompeian collections the so-called Jucundus archive, discovered in 1875, contains the largest number of lists, making it the most informative set on how the practice of witnessing worked.21
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Fig. 4.1. Italy: Bay of Naples in Roman imperial times.



The Jucundus tablets were drafted between 15 and 62 CE, with the majority dating to Neronian times. They record mostly transactions for loans extended by one L. Caecilius Jucundus to buyers at Pompeian auction sales. In addition to providing his clients with credit, Jucundus probably kept money on deposit for them, making him a banker by profession.22 The tablets were found in a wooden chest on the ground floor of a Pompeian house, known to modern archaeologists as number V.1.26. Almost certainly this urban villa was once Jucundus’ domicile, although the dates of the documents suggest that he may no longer have been alive by 79 CE. A signed amphora, several mural inscriptions on the house’s street-side walls and the tablets themselves show that when the building was buried it was still occupied by Caecilii Jucundi, perhaps by Jucundus’ two sons. We know that Jucundus had succeeded one L. Caecilius Felix, who appears once in the oldest document from the archive and who might have been his father. Both the house and the banking venture thus seem to have been passed down through the generations, although we do not know if Jucundus’ descendants had followed him and Felix in the banking business.23

Many of the surviving 153 documents of the Jucundus archive have legible witness lists. Careful studies of those lists have revealed that the way names were sequenced is not random but follows a finely calibrated status order. One of the first scholars to write about this social-status aspect of the tablets was Jean Andreau. He noticed that the witness lists followed certain regularities and that the order was corrected here and there, showing that the sequence mattered to people. It seemed unlikely that Pompeians had an exact mental map of the social status of every single individual within their urban community. Apart from being all but impossible to devise given the number of city inhabitants, demographic turnover and a wide variety of socioeconomic events would have constantly altered the landscape. Andreau recognized that, instead, general guidelines had to have been in force to help determine some-one’s status in a particular witness lineup. Understanding those guidelines would reveal a good deal about how Roman social hierarchy functioned.

His detailed study allowed him to formulate a number of general rules about what determined someone’s ranking.24 First of all, participation in public life correlated with elevated social standing. Holding a municipal magistracy assured that a witness occupied one of the top spots. Not actively holding office but having done so in the past, or belonging to a family whose members frequently did, also provided prestige.25 Freeborn men universally enjoyed higher status than former slaves, an advantage enhanced by the fact that city magistracies were open only to men free by birth.26 But freedmen could still increase their standing by becoming a member of the Augustales, public officials responsible for the maintenance of the imperial cult. Furthermore, Pompeii had a body of so-called ministri Augusti composed of slaves from prominent families. Their function is not fully understood, but they were probably also charged with imperial cult-related tasks.27 Freedmen who had been ministri in their former lives as slaves derived prestige from their background, even if they stood a rung below the Augustales.

Andreau’s analysis yielded a large amount of information on the determinants of social standing in the Roman world, but Willem Jongman realized that more still could be squeezed from the Jucundus archive. Many names appear in more than one tablet, making it possible to combine all 334 legible witness names into a single, ranked list. Having produced that list with the help of a computer program, Jongman combined it with all the available information on witnesses’ municipal, Augustalis and minister Augusti positions, and with evidence on freed and freeborn status. Finally, he added data on personal wealth for those listed Pompeians with a known city address, assuming that a larger floor plan in general correlated with greater affluence.28 The results confirmed Andreau’s finding that ranking witnesses was done with great care. They also confirmed a strong correlation between holding civic office and occupying one of the top positions as a witness. But, perhaps surprisingly, the results did not establish a correlation between affluence and prestige ranking. To explain that outcome, Jongman proposed that wealth was a necessary but not a sufficient condition for social standing, providing status only “if it was transformed into a political role in the community.”29

The number of people in the lists whose address can be established with reasonable certainty is low (n=22).30 Because the sample is small, the possibility remains that there were men in Pompeii who enjoyed status simply by being rich. All the same, the idea that great value was attached to officeholding is supported by a famous Pompeian inscription, set up for one N. Popidius Celsinus ca. 62 CE. It records that Celsinus at six years of age had been elected a member of the city council as a reward for rebuilding the temple of Isis, destroyed by an earthquake.31 Obviously the boy was too young for either exploit, and his father, N. Popidius Ampliatus, must have been behind the arrangement. Ampliatus was a freedman. Not eligible for municipal office himself, he had secured a political position for his freeborn son, knowing this to be the most reliable route to social advancement.

Getting elected to a municipal magistracy was an assured way of gaining social status, but things are more nebulous when it comes to non-officeholders. We often do not know why one particular freeborn man not known to have held a magistracy was ranked above another, and similarly with freedmen. All the same, especially for freedmen we can guess at some of the rules with a fair amount of confidence. For instance, it seems logical to suppose that being the former slave of a freeborn man provided higher status than being the freedman of a freedman. It also seems likely that a freedman’s status increased the further he moved away from the moment he was manumitted and the longer he had held Roman citizenship.

Rules similar to those observed by Andreau and Jongman applied in Herculaneum, judging from the documents found there.32 Moreover, evidence suggests that listing witnesses according to their civic status was common practice in the Roman world generally, in private contracts as well as official documents such as military discharge certificates.33 A fascinating example playing out at a social level far above Jucundus and his Pompeian clientele is provided by an inscription from Banasa in modern-day Morocco, dating to 177 CE.34 It records a grant of Roman citizenship to a local chieftain and his family by the emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus. No fewer than twelve witness names are listed, clearly according to a status pattern. All were eminent men belonging to the inner sociopolitical circle of the imperial capital: five consulars are followed by two former holders of senior equestrian posts, in turn followed by the two praetorian prefects in office. Concluding the list are the well-known Roman jurist Q. Cervidius Scaevola, at the time perhaps still chief officer of the night watch, and two more junior knights.

Confirmation that all these observations reflect a universal Roman practice can be found in the literary sources, which suggest that members of Rome’s high society were routinely asked to sign contracts and wills as witnesses. Martial (Ep. 10.70) claimed barely to get one book a year written because of the tasks he was constantly being asked to perform, the signing of documents among them. Seneca (Ep. 8.6) and Pliny the Younger (Ep. 1.9.2–3) as well intimated that such business could take up much of a man’s time. Prestige and hierarchy were a matter of concern here, too, as we learn from one of Juvenal’s satires (Sat. 3.81–83). The xenophobic protagonist, about to leave Rome because life there had become too unpleasant for his taste, complained that some Greeks got to write their names above his, despite the fact that he was of true Roman stock.

Witness Lists in the Sulpicii Archive

The most informative subset in the Campanian wax tablet collection for large scale trade and finance consists of 127 documents. It was found in 1959 in Pompeii, although it records mostly transactions that had taken place in Puteoli on the other side of the Bay of Naples (fig. 4.1).35 What makes these documents particularly valuable as evidence for Roman socioeconomic history is that they display a far greater variety in their content than the Jucundus tablets, which almost exclusively contain receipts for loans.

The tablets were discovered during road construction outside the Pompeian city walls in a building that had been buried in the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius, just like Jucundus’ villa. But unlike that villa the structure could be only partly uncovered because of the time pressure of the planned roadwork. The excavated section showed five decorated dining rooms opening up onto a small garden. A wicker basket containing the wooden tablets was found in one of those rooms. What had helped conserve organic material in the building—not just the tablets and the basket but also the latticework sliding doors of the dining rooms—was the wet condition of the soil. This area of Pompeii south of the Stabian gate probably once lined the bank of the river Sarno and formed part of the river harbor. The high water table in this low-lying area had created an anoxic environment that had sealed and preserved the ancient wood.

The tablets are the product of a banking venture run by three generations of C. Sulpicii and are for that reason usually referred to as the Sulpicii archive. They record an assortment of legal acts to do with finance and litigation, all showing that their drafters closely followed the rules of Roman law. The parallels they revealed between the writings of the jurists and daily practice delighted Roman legal scholars. As Joseph Wolf wrote triumphantly, the documents provide “irrefutable proof that Roman civil law, in all its complexity and in the way Roman jurisprudence had developed it, thoroughly obtained in everyday life.”36 The relevance of that finding for the question of how well the Roman economy performed is clear: the more widely Roman law was applied in contracting the more forceful its transaction-cost-reducing effect will have been.

Unfortunately, fewer than 30 percent of the documents still have their witness lists, a number far lower than for the Jucundus and Herculanean tablets.37 In addition, many lists are barely legible. The mutilated state of the archive should at least in part be blamed on poor handling postexcavation, but it would also seem that many documents were already incomplete by the time they got encased in ash.38 Whatever the main cause of the damage, only two of the 120 witness names recur, precluding the possibility of combining all names into a single list like the one Jongman produced for the Jucundus archive. The limited overlap not only results from the restricted number of lists but also from another factor: Puteoli was a substantially larger city than either Pompeii or Herculaneum.

No consensus exists on the size of Pompeii’s population at the moment Vesuvius erupted, but most current estimates concentrate around 10,000. Herculaneum’s population was significantly smaller, likely less than half that.39 By contrast, Puteoli housed perhaps 30,000 to 40,000 inhabitants at its peak, which coincided roughly with the period 26–61 CE covered by the Sulpicii tablets.40 When the documents were drafted, Puteoli was not yet experiencing major competition for its position as Rome’s principal harbor, as the large basin at Portus would not get built until the early second century CE.41 Given Puteoli’s larger size relative to Pompeii and Herculaneum, the social group from which witnesses could potentially be drawn was larger as well, meaning that the chances of names recurring were lower.

At the same time, population size was not necessarily the sole determinant of the size of the witness pool. In all three cities, only a section of the group of free adult males might have been tapped to recruit witnesses.42 Such a selection seems not to have affected the tablets from Herculaneum. Its sample of names seems to be more or less representative of the city’s total free adult male population.43 But in the Jucundus and Sulpicii archives freedman names are overrepresented, meaning that witnesses were drawn from more restricted pools.44

Like the owners of the respective archives, many members of both groups were probably involved in trade and finance, activities that in the Roman world were conducted predominantly within a freedman social milieu. Another reason why this milieu is overrepresented in the Sulpicii tablets was the nature of Puteoli as a mercantile harbor of Mediterranean significance and consequently with a freedman population larger than that of most Italian cities. Still, the percentage of freedmen in the tablets seems higher than the percentage of freedmen in the total urban population.45 The Sulpicii archive thus appears to reflect the economic interaction of a particular social group, a business circle whose size can no longer be established. But although we remain ignorant of the group’s numbers, it is evident from the information in the tablets that its members transacted repeatedly over the years.46 Many of them must have been well acquainted.

Witnessing was a serious undertaking for this group, as is clear from how systematically the practice was followed. Apart from being done methodically, it was done extensively, involving large numbers of participants. The documents consist of two basic types: declarations written in the first person (chirographa), and statements written in the third person (testationes). The first type was signed by three witnesses together with the individual making the declaration. But the second type was signed by no fewer than seven, frequently nine and sometimes as many as eleven witnesses. The category of testationes is by far the most prevalent in the Sulpicii documents, constituting about two-thirds of the total. We do not know how many documents were drafted in Puteoli in any typical day, week or month, but given the numbers of participants needed, being called upon to witness a transaction must have been a common occurrence. It is probably safe to say that it was a routine activity for many members of the group represented in the tablets.


An example of the kind of information the tablets provide will be useful at this point. A particularly instructive one with a well-preserved witness list is a document recording that on August 21, 38 CE, a slave sale had taken place in Puteoli.47 Unfortunately, the text of the contract itself is damaged, and we do not know the name of the purchased individual, although the Latin declensions show him to have been male. He was guaranteed by the seller to be neither a fugitive slave nor a slave prone to running away. An additional clause stipulated that the sale would be covered by the edict of the aediles curules, officials in Rome appointed annually and charged with the supervision of the capital’s marketplaces. In all likelihood the reference to the curule edict was included in the contract to provide the buyer with additional protection against hidden defects, for instance the possibility that the slave had been attempting suicide or had committed a crime punishable by death.48

Mention of the edict shows that the transacting parties desired to bring their contract in line with rules and regulations promulgated by officials in Rome.49 Doing so was entirely voluntary. Even in the imperial capital itself there was nothing inappropriate about deviating from the edict in contracts of sale, as the Roman jurist Ulpian emphasized (Dig. 2.14.31). Another clause in the contract confirms that the parties intended to adhere to Roman law and, moreover, that following official legal formulas was standard practice within their wider business circle. In the event that a third party should come forward to claim the slave, the seller promised to pay double the purchase price to the buyer as a penalty, a provision specified to be “in keeping with the formula in the way that is customary.” The type of penalty referred to in the contract is well known from Roman juridical literature.50

The document presents one of the limited number of examples from the Sulpicii archive of a complete and clearly legible witness list. But before looking at the names appended to the contract, it will be useful first to get a sense of the kind of transaction we are seeing. Who were the transacting parties and what do we know about them? Both their names are preserved: the buyer was a Titus Vestorius Arpocra minor and the seller a Titus Vestorius Phoenix. Both men evidently belonged to the same gens, a word best translated as “clan.” Our evidence on the Vestorii shows that its members had a history of involvement in moneylending and long-distance trade.

Vestorii are well attested in Puteoli and the area around Naples generally. From passages in Vitruvius (7.11.1) and Pliny (NH 33.162) we know that an entrepreneur named Vestorius had introduced a type of Alexandrian blue dyestuff into Puteoli, eventually to invent his own blue dye called vestorianum. It seems likely that this dealer in colorings should be equated with the Puteolan C. Vestorius active in trade and moneylending who is frequently mentioned by Cicero as a close associate. In 56–55 BCE it seems to have been this Vestorius who extended the loan that allowed Cicero to rebuild his house on the Palatine Hill in Rome (Ad Att. 4.6.4).51

Archaeological evidence suggests that Vestorius’ dyestuff trade included other colorings and encompassed exports to the west. A mid-first-century BCE shipwreck found at Planier at the mouth of the river Rhône contained the type of blue dye produced in Puteoli, and also a specific kind of friable volcanic rock and little cylinders of cerusa cotta, both raw material for red dyes. The ceramic wares in the ship’s hold show that it had docked in Campania, supporting the idea of a connection to Puteoli and Vestorius’ color-manufacturing business. In addition, some of the cargo consisted of amphorae stamped with the name of M. Tuccius Galeo, an associate of Cicero and a man almost certainly acquainted also with C. Vestorius.52 Whether the Vestorii continued to be high-end moneylenders and traders in dyestuffs into the first century CE is unknown, but it is certain that in Puteoli they were still held in high esteem at that time. Their standing was such that it left a mark on Puteoli’s urban landscape. An inscription dating to 93–94 CE informs us that a sector of the city was called the “Vestorianus quarter” (vicus Vestorianus).53

If the buyer and seller in the contract belonged to the Vestorii in 38 CE, they were likely not members by birth. Both their surnames (cognomina) suggest that they were former slaves.54 The seller Phoenix’s name was fairly common for a Roman slave and likely did not denote anything particular about him. By contrast, the buyer’s name, Arpocra, is rare and strongly suggestive of Egyptian ties. It derives from Harpocrates, a deity representing the youthful form of the god Horus.55 In light of the republican-era Vestorius and his trade in blue dyestuff from Alexandria, it is tempting to assume an ongoing commercial connection of the Vestorii to Egypt.


Phoenix and Arpocra drew up their contract in front of witnesses. Nine men confirmed that the slave sale had taken place as written in the document:56


C(aius) Julius C. f. Fal. Senecio

C(aius) Munnius C. f. Rufus

A(ulus) Fuficius Donatus

L(ucius) Pontius Philadelphus

T(itus) Vestorius Phoenix(?)

C(aius) Paccius Felix

C(aius) Claudius (?)us

C(aius) Mateius Primogenius

C(aius) Suettius Dama



The first two names stand out for the abbreviated phrase C(aii) f(ilius), “son of Gaius,” through which the signatories signaled that they were freeborn citizens. Their surnames as well are indicative of freeborn status. Senecio and Rufus are proper Roman names, rare among slaves and freedmen and associated with the more elevated layers of Roman society.57 The top-listed witness, Senecio, also added the specification Fal(erna) to his name, indicating the citizen subunit (tribus) to which he belonged.58 But his emphasis on citizenship and freeborn status notwithstanding, his clan name, Julius, may betray descendance from an imperial freedman. As for Rufus, no other Munii appear in the archive, but they are well attested in Campania, especially in the area of Capua.59

Unlike the two signatories at the top, the other witnesses were former slaves, judging from their surnames.60 Nevertheless, at least A. Fuficius Donatus and L. Pontius Philadelphus belonged to eminent local clans. The Fuficii were prominent in Puteoli by 105 BCE, when one of their members held a high municipal magistracy there. They are subsequently attested widely in Campania until the end of the second century CE.61 L. Pontii are recorded in Puteoli in late-republican times, and appear among the urban elite of Cumae in the Augustan period.62


The surname of T. Vestorius, who is number five on this list, cannot be read with certainty, but he was in any case a member of the Vestorii, just as the contracting parties. If the reading “Phoenix” is correct, he might have been the seller, although he seems more likely to have been a third party.63 Number six below him has a name with a strong local flavor. “Paccius” is Oscan in origin, and C. Paccius Felix thus seems to have belonged to an old bloodline with pre-Roman roots. Though not frequently attested in Puteoli, the Paccii were well known in Campania. They counted several officeholders among their ranks, including eventually a proconsul in the 70s CE.64 The surname of the seventh witness can no longer be read, but the Claudii were certainly prominent in Campania, as scattered evidence shows. C. Claudii are attested as city magistrates at Paestum in the mid-first century BCE. Two of their most eminent members are also known to have possessed real estate in Herculaneum and Liternum at the time of the late republic.65 We can say far less about the next witness listed, C. Mateius Primogenius. The Mateii are rarely attested, appearing only once in Pompeii and once in Herculaneum.66

Finally, C. Suettius Dama unquestionably belonged to a clan that ranked among the Puteolan elite. In Cicero’s letters (Ad Att. 13.12.4), a certain Suettius appears as coheir to an estate in the vicinity of Puteoli.67 The wax tablets show how the Suettii were still prominent in the city during the Julio-Claudian period. From two documents we learn that they had built an altar to Augustus in the Puteolan forum. An inscription further refers to a colonnaded vestibule that they had constructed there. The vestibule and the altar had likely been built together as a single public monument.68

What does the list reveal about the witnesses’ social standing? We can first of all be confident that Senecio and Rufus received the top two positions because of their freeborn citizen status, which both emphasized by adding their patronymic. But what factors determined their relative status relationship remains unclear. If Senecio was the descendant of imperial freedmen, it did not prevent him from having a higher standing than Rufus. We can even speculate that this aspect of his lineage, if indeed it existed, might have been the source of his superior prestige. No certainty can be had here, unfortunately. As for the seven men listed lower down, if all were freedmen, some belonged to eminent and politically active clans, which must have influenced their ranking. But relative clan prominence does not appear to explain everything. It would seem, for instance, that C. Suettius Dama belonged to a more prominent clan than at least some of the six men listed above him. Other factors of his public persona—an only recent manumission and acquisition of citizenship perhaps—must have determined his bottom position.

We would much like to know not only what determined these men’s rankings but also why specifically they acted as witnesses to the recorded slave sale. It is evident from the tablets that witness selections followed at least a number of rules. As with the hierarchy rankings, many details about those rules elude us, although the cumulative data do provide some clues. For instance, it is surely not by coincidence that in documents recording loan payments in cash, members of the creditor’s clan never appear among the witnesses while the debtor or a representative is always listed.69 All the same, apart from the total number of signatories, which seems to have been dictated by the type of document to be drafted, the process of witness selection does not seem to have been subject to many restrictions. Selections seem largely to have been a matter of the transacting parties’ free choice.

As for the question of who was asked to appear, or voluntarily chose to do so, in all probability some of the witnesses were personally involved in the agreements they signed, even if indirectly. We can, for example, imagine a scenario where a regular trading partner of one of the contracting parties appeared because the transaction had external benefits for his own business. But if scenarios of that nature are plausible, we lack the data necessary to verify them. All the same, such a dynamic is insufficient to explain all selections or self-selections. As contracts were witnessed by anywhere from three to eleven men, all but inevitably some of the signatories had no economic interests in the contracts whatsoever. Personal connections, friendships and chance circumstances, such as whoever happened to be available at any given time, must also have determined many witness lineups.

The Stoic philosopher Seneca, in one of his essays, implies that in everyday business the contracting parties brought along their own witnesses, which supports the idea that selections were largely left to their personal discretion. He interprets the practice of witnessing in a moralizing way, inserting his musings on the phenomenon into a reflection on human nature:

If only buyer and seller could dispense with formal commitments, and if only contractual agreements were not protected by wax seals! Better that our good faith and an attitude respectful of justice should be the safeguard. But people have put situational requirements ahead of ideals, and they would rather compel good faith than wait around for it. Witnesses are called by both parties. One man insists on supplementary guarantors and entries in several ledgers when making loans. Another won’t settle for a verbal contract, but has the guarantor locked in with a written commitment. This is scandalous—an admission that human beings are crooks and that dishonesty is rampant. We put more faith in seals than in souls. (De Ben. 3.15.1–3)70

Seneca’s point is, in an ideal world, witnessing would not be necessary, which leads to a key question. What was its social purpose? A related and equally important question also presents itself: What was the purpose of the painstakingly precise status rankings?

“Publicly Embedded” Contracts

Neither question has so far been addressed in any detail by Roman scholarship, which has studied witness lists chiefly from the viewpoint of social stratification.71 The lack of attention to the first question is perhaps understandable, as the answer seems self-evident. The Seneca passage cited above provides strong pointers to the direction in which we should be thinking. A contractual partner might renege on his promises, denying that a transaction had taken place and declaring the written contract a forgery. A safety mechanism against such behavior was provided by drafting a statement in the presence of witnesses and having them sign their names. But witnessing did more than provide evidentiary support for written statements, and the practice had wider socioeconomic effects. A comparison with a better documented historical situation will be useful here.

A chance find in Fustat (old Cairo) of medieval letters has given us firsthand evidence on the business ventures of a community of Jewish traders active in the eleventh-century Mediterranean.72 The members of this community are now often called the “Geniza” merchants, after the room in which their letters were discovered: a Geniza (synagogue depository) for documents written in Hebrew letters.73 Contrary to the situation under the Roman empire, no single state controlled the entire Mediterranean in the eleventh century, although the Fatimid caliphate dominated a large part of the eastern half. Because of the political fragmentation of their area of operation, the Geniza merchants had to deal with officials from a number of different states, which presented them with problems that Roman traders did not face.74 But what they shared with their Roman counterparts was that the states under whose rule they fell did not provide contract enforcement. In a recent, extensive study of the Geniza business letters, Jessica Goldberg noted that a lack of public institutions in support of trade forced the Jewish mercantile group to rely on private coping mechanisms:

Maintaining market order and reputation was … a burden that the state placed on the shoulders of the local business community. Part of the working day for a merchant at home was to attend the market as a witness— monitoring the opening of and dispersion of packages, attesting to market prices, observing sales and agreements, formally witnessing written contracts. Merchants made up the pool of reputable locals who sustained the reputation and functioning of the market. … The business community was also expected to be a source of knowledge on local market law, both informing judges and negotiating dispute settlements.75

For the Geniza merchants, witnessing formed an essential part of the social dynamic that sustained their business. Traders rendered service to the collective with their input, and markets depended on it to function properly. As Goldberg observed, “Witnessing took up the valuable time of fellow merchants during the marketing and shipping seasons, but was a public good that the local community provided.”76 Like their medieval counterparts, the people listed in the Roman tablets invested time in the practice of witnessing. How much time we do not know, but if even elite men like Martial, Seneca and Pliny remarked on how frequently they were being asked to participate, then surely the time commitment was large for members of Campanian mercantile communities.

The Geniza archive contains private letters that allow us to reconstruct the individual relationships between traders. By contrast, the Campanian tablets preserve almost exclusively formal contracts revealing little of the interpersonal relations behind them.77 It is therefore all but impossible in individual cases to establish why the witnesses appeared. As discussed above, it seems unlikely that all were screening transactions that affected them personally. Some and perhaps most were extending favors to friends and associates by attending. But whatever their individual motivations might have been, we can safely say that having multiple people witness one’s contracts, and being ready to do the same for others, created a social fabric that fostered trust and ensured the steady operation of business. Witnessing wove a fine web of reciprocal obligations, and seen in that light the practice facilitated economic interaction in more profound ways than it would seem taking into account only the need to produce proof of contracts.

In both the medieval and the Roman situation, the absence of the state provided the impetus for the development of private-order mechanisms that underpinned commercial exchange. But in the Roman case, the influence of public institutions is also manifest to a remarkable degree. Contracting parties voluntarily employed the rules of Roman law, a choice that was not self-evident, as explained above. The question of what motivated them to adopt the rigorous framework of the imperial legal system deserves further consideration.

Elizabeth Meyer has provided an interesting answer, asserting that “Roman law initially drew its authority from outside government and outside itself, from the wider world of belief in which it was embedded.”78 A social-consensus element was added to this spiritual one during the “self-assertive” time of the late republic and early empire. By writing legal acts down in wax tablets, individuals could express their personal good faith. Eventually the state imposed systematizing requirements on legal tablets. A technical measure of 61 CE, for instance, prescribed a particular way of sealing them (Suet. Nero 17; Paul. Sent. 5.25.6).79 The state’s de facto endorsement of legal tablets further enhanced their authority. These factors led to the legal system’s continuous use, a process that became self-perpetuating: “The more ways in which legal acts followed widely accepted, formalized techniques … the more likely their users were to believe in their efficacy and, therefore, the more believable and efficacious legal practice in general would be.”80 In my view this explanation has much to recommend itself, even if Meyer moves too easily here between the use of wax tablets and the use of the legal system, two practices not to be equated.81 Yet I also think that factors beyond a path-dependent trajectory initially determined by religious significance rendered the Roman legal system attractive and efficacious.


The question of what those factors might have been brings me to the purpose of the meticulously executed status rankings. The Campanian communities visible in the tablets differed from the community of Geniza traders, who did not list witnesses hierarchically.82 It follows that the purpose of ranking witnesses went beyond facilitating the smooth running of business, which the Geniza traders also achieved. To understand the significance of the rankings we need to shift our perspective away from the one adopted so far by Roman scholarship, which has studied witness lists primarily as passive reflections of social hierarchy. Instead, we need to conceive of the act of witnessing as an active, performative gesture that confirmed and even created standing.

Social status is not something static and immutable, a secure possession to be quietly enjoyed. Once acquired it needs constantly to be reaffirmed. If gaining access to public institutions of officeholding most securely conferred social status, then it should come as no surprise that reaffirming that status was preferentially done through public institutions as well. Participating in drafting documents that followed the provisions of the imperial legal system was attractive from that point of view. For the most distinguished community members, it was a way of endorsing the civic order from which their prestige derived. They claimed and reasserted their status by the solemn act of witnessing a transaction and by prominently writing their name in a formal document. They may, in addition, have enhanced their standing, as by acting as witnesses they displayed their importance to the proper functioning of the local economy. It seems likely that the witnesses listed below the top positions were motivated by similar considerations. If they could not lay claim to a position in the social top tier they, too, were endorsing the prevailing civic order and were showcasing their relevance to the socioeconomic life of their community.

City magistracies were positions of local government, but the position of Augustalis—a status marker significant especially within a freedman social milieu—was associated with the overarching ideology of the imperial state. The tablets contain several indications that using Roman law formed part of that ideology. Agreements to initiate litigation were held at locations with imperial-cult significance: in Rome in the Forum of Augustus, in Puteoli at either one of two altars of Augustus located in the central forum.83 Five documents, all related to financial litigation and loan agreements, record how the contracting parties had sworn oaths on “the divine power of the deified Augustus”; two formulas included the “divine spirit” of the current emperors (Gaius and Claudius, respectively).84 Such oaths can be found also in official declarations filed with the governmental bureaucracy in Roman Egypt.85 Swearing on the emperor’s divine spirit to attest to the veracity of official statements was apparently a standard requirement for citizens interacting with the state. The Pompeian wax tablets suggest that the practice partly carried over to private contracting.

The conclusion from the prominent imperial-cult elements in contracting, witnessing and dispute settlement must be that the use of Roman law should be understood in a larger ideological framework. Setting contracts in that framework embedded them not only in Meyer’s “wider world of belief” but also the wider social order that structured Roman society. Contracts drawn up according to the precepts of the imperial legal system and witnessed by men ranked according to their civic status were in that sense “publicly embedded.” Their civic order and ideological embeddedness increased their enforceability and reduced enforcement costs.

To see how that effect emerged, we first need to realize that conflicts were resolved informally whenever possible. Commercial partners in disagreement over a contract and bargaining “in the shadow of the law” had every incentive to avoid a trial. Because of legal fees, the costs of delays and the potential for a financially suboptimal outcome, the surplus from cooperation was usually obvious.86 Furthermore, official litigation could jeopardize valuable business connections. Especially for members of close-knit mercantile groups, resolving a dispute on friendly terms was almost always preferable. The dearth of personal letters in the Campanian archives deprives us of evidence for such unofficial dispute settlement.87 But more informative documentation from the eleventh to seventeenth centuries shows us that within medieval and Early-Modern business communities, settling conflicts out of court was the preferred option. The Geniza merchants avoided lawsuits where they could, despite the availability of both Jewish and Islamic courts.88 In Bruges and Amsterdam during the 1400s to 1600s attempting to resolve disputes through mediation was traders’ first course of action, as Oscar Gelderblom has shown.89


Compared to members of those groups, Roman traders had an additional incentive to reach settlements informally: retaining the future goodwill of witnesses by respecting their social standing. By listing their names in an official contract, the signatories had not only reaffirmed their social status but had also staked that status. If a contract to which they had added their names was breached, their reputation could be negatively affected. By not honoring an agreement, a contractual party therefore risked irking the witnesses on the opposite side. In addition, he risked embarrassing the men he himself had asked to appear. A desire not to imperil the relationship with the witnesses increased the pressure on contractual partners either to comply with the agreed-upon terms or to cooperate in informal settlement. Either way, enforcement costs would be reduced.

Of course, litigation could not always be avoided, and both our literary and documentary sources show that the social standing of witnesses was central also at that stage. In court the litigating parties might make official statements, which would be recorded in written documents and witnessed in the same way as private contracts. A particularly well-preserved example from the Sulpicii archive documents that a defendant had made a declaration on the plaintiff’s request.90 At the time of the lawsuit, which occurred in 55 CE, the two men had been commercial partners for at least seven years. What prompted them to go to court remains unclear, but their dispute for certain concerned financial transactions. It was probably related to damage caused by two slaves who had been conducting business as agents. In any event, nine men added their names to the document, confirming that the defendant had made the statement as recorded. It is unclear for whose side they were signing, but as the plaintiff had requested that the declaration be made, one imagines that they were acting on his behalf.

Apart from validating official declarations made during legal proceedings, witnesses played another role in court. They could be summoned before the bench to make individual statements under oath to clarify matters relevant to the dispute. Agreeing to perform that task was not to be taken lightly. Promising to appear and subsequently backing out diminished one’s standing and led to legal ostracism. The archaic law of the Twelve Tables already contained a provision to that effect, according to Aulus Gellius: “Whoever shall allow himself to be summoned as a witness … if he does not give his testimony, let him be regarded as dishonored and incapable of giving testimony in the future” (NA 15.13.11).91 A litigating party might contest a witnessed contract by calling counterwitnesses and having them give oral testimony in court. The question of what evidence would then prevail depended on the circumstances of the case, and lawyers might argue both ways, as the first-century CE rhetorician Quintilian explained: “Written evidence and oral evidence often conflict. There are general arguments on both sides. One party relies on the oath, the other on the agreement of the signatories” (Inst.Or. 5.7.32).92

In litigation proceedings as well, status rankings played a significant role, whether in lists attached to official declarations or in oral testimonies. As the provision in the Twelve Tables shows, preoccupation with honor and status in things legal had been pervasive in Roman society from at least the time of the early republic. In a survey of inequality in legal matters, Peter Garnsey concluded that “although Roman legal institutions underwent transformation to suit the needs and attitudes of the new [imperial] regime, there was a fundamental continuity from Republic to Empire in the spirit in which the law was administered.”93 That spirit included the way in which the testimony of witnesses was evaluated. Having prominent witnesses on one’s side provided an officially sanctioned advantage, according to a large body of Roman juridical literature.94 The Roman jurists clearly say that higher social rank translated into greater credibility in court. Of the various terms that they employed for high status, to be taken into consideration during legal proceedings, “dignity” and “authority” were especially closely associated with officeholding.95

Some examples of legal opinions will elucidate the point. The third-century CE jurist Modestinus declared: “The value of testimony depends on the dignity, faith, morals, and gravity of witnesses” (Dig. 22.5.2).96 Callistratus, another third-century jurist, cautioned that the “reliability of witnesses must be carefully assessed. One must first inquire into their status. Are they decurions or plebeians?” (Dig. 22.5.3.pr.). The concept that higher status meant greater value as a witness in court was applied to the administration of the law in the provinces as well. According to Callistratus, the emperor Hadrian had written a rescript to Vibius Varus, the legate of the province of Cilicia in the early 130s CE, explaining that “you know best what weight to attach to witnesses, what their dignity and reputation is” (Dig. 22.5.3.1). In another rescript to Valerius Verus, the governor of an unknown province, Hadrian wrote: “Sometimes the number of witnesses, sometimes their dignity and authority, at others common knowledge settles the truth of the matter in issue” (Dig. 22.5.3.2).97

If the testimony of high-status men had greater weight in court, then securing their presence increased the enforceability of one’s contracts. Both witnesses and transacting parties were thus invested in the reputational element of witnessing, not only in contracting but also in a court setting. For witnesses, signing agreements was a way of displaying their importance to economic life and thereby a way of reaffirming and potentially enhancing their community standing. For contractual partners, engaging high-profile witnesses was a way of increasing the enforceability of their agreements.

The Dacian Wax Tablets

Hadrian’s rescripts show that social rank was taken into consideration in the evaluation of witness testimony also in the provinces. Men who possessed greater dignity and authority through their participation in public life were credited with greater credibility. If that was the case, then the practice of ranking witnesses might also have been adopted by provincial communities. By implication, their agreements might have been similarly “publicly embedded,” increasing the enforceability of contracts and decreasing enforcement costs. Unfortunately, that hypothesis is not easy to test. No collection of wax tablets exists that can compare in size with the Campanian archives and that would have allowed for a neat comparison. Although Egypt has provided us with large quantities of wooden writing tablets, they come from a number of dispersed sites and remain poorly studied.98

But a reasonably large alternative set from a single site does exist. It consists of twenty-five tablets containing documents dating to 131–67 CE. Those tablets were found in the Apuseni mountains of Transylvania, far removed from Campania in both a geographical and a socioeconomic sense. The Apuseni mountain range is one of the richest metallogenic regions in Europe for both gold and silver. Between 106 and 271 CE it formed part of the Roman province of Dacia, and unsurprisingly given its metallic wealth, it was predominantly a mining district.99 The settlement of Alburnus Maior was once located there (fig. 4.2), right in the heart of one of the world’s largest gold deposits.

The information in the wax tablets teaches us much about the socioeconomic life of Alburnus Maior and its surrounding area. But before analyzing the tablets’ content, it is worth spending a few words on their find history. They entered the archaeological record through a depositional process different from that of the archives from Campania. But like the Campanian tablets, they were discovered in a primary context, which greatly enhances their historical value. The find context of the tablets is indicative of the substantial importance they must have had in antiquity.
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Fig. 4.2. The central Mediterranean and Dacia in Roman imperial times.



In 1847 the German jurist cum travel writer Ferdinand Neigebaur visited Transylvania on the trail of classical antiquities, recording his findings in a diary that he would publish four years later. During his stay in the Apuseni mountains, he spent part of his time investigating several Roman wax tablets discovered in the ancient mining galleries in the decades before his visit.100 He gathered what information he could find on the circumstances of the discoveries, going over local records and interviewing the population in the surrounding villages.

What he conveys in his diary is that little care had been given to the preservation of the tablets. Many were destroyed or had somehow vanished shortly after being found. The process of destruction had already begun with the first two, found in 1786, only one of which survived. A total of seven more were discovered in 1788 and 1790, of which four had disappeared for nebulous reasons. A find from 1820 allegedly contained several tablets, but only one was extant. In a particularly intriguing report about yet more vanished tablets Neigebaur relates how a local resident

in the mining pit of his father in the year 1791 found in a recess or room filled with deadly air or bad fumes an old man with a long beard and by appearance about forty years of age, who crumbled to dust when touched. Not far from him lay six Roman wooden tablets of which, however, nothing further is known.101

The story about the body may have been no more than local folklore, but it is certain that the climatic conditions of the mines are highly conducive to the preservation of organic material. The tablets are not the only archaeological evidence bearing testimony to that fact. Explorations of the network of galleries have revealed Roman-era wooden drainage channels, ladders, support struts and the remains of waterwheels, equipment providing excellent evidence on ancient mining techniques.102

The largest cache of tablets was found several years after Neigebaur’s visit, in 1854–55.103 At that time as well, the careless handling of the artifacts led to much loss of evidence. According to the Austrian antiquarian, writer and poet Johann Seidl, reporting to the Viennese Imperial Academy of Sciences in 1856, one find had originally consisted of several dozen tablets. Nine were sent to the National Museum in Budapest, but of the rest, only fragments remained because “an incompetent hand … to scrub them down and clean them from dust had not only erased whole lines of the delicate Roman cursive script … but had moreover dried the wet tablets by a stove so that the wax flaked off.”104 Little could be learned from what was left of the tablets other than their size, shape and general character, Seidl concluded ruefully.

The overall treatment of the artifacts may have been regrettable, but that we possess information on where and how they were found is a blessing to Roman scholarship. The tablets were likely hidden deep in the mines because the Marcomannic Wars (167–82 CE) threatened to engulf the area, and were then never retrieved when peace returned.105 They could have been left underground for any number of reasons. It is possible that their owners were no longer alive by the time the fighting ended or that they had left Alburnus Maior never to return. However, it seems unlikely that all listed individuals had died or moved away. Alburnus Maior was by no means depopulated by the wars, and epigraphic evidence suggests vigorous economic activity there in the early third century CE.106 Alternatively, the recorded agreements might have expired in the course of the years and might not have been considered worth recovering. But even if time had voided the contracts, the tablets would still have been useful as writing material. Wax tablets were intended for reuse and designed with that purpose in mind.107

From the information on the finds gathered by Neigebaur and Seidl, it would seem that the tablets were discovered when renewed mining activities opened up collapsed or flooded Roman galleries. The most plausible explanation, then, for the tablets’ abandonment is that their retrieval had become too difficult or dangerous. If that was the case, then the sample we have might be only a fraction of what was originally carried down the shafts. All tablets stored in galleries that were still accessible after the conclusion of the Marco-mannic Wars presumably would have been brought back up.

It is surprising that no high-value objects are ever reported to have been found alongside the tablets. The population of a region bracing for warfare would surely have had other valuables worth hiding, such as coins, jewelry or precious-metal tableware, but none of the stories about the various find incidents mention any. We can think of several scenarios. The least satisfying from an archaeological perspective would be that such artifacts were in fact found but were kept by the miners, who reported only on objects that to them seemed to be of little value. Other explanations are, of course, possible, but all will have to remain speculative.

Regardless of whether metal valuables were ever concealed in the mines, the wax tablets were obviously of considerable importance to the people who had gone through the trouble of hiding them. They were discovered in different findspots and do not form a single archive, meaning that several individuals working independently had been responsible for their deposition. Given that the oldest surviving document dates to 131 CE, collectively those individuals had been keeping a written record of socioeconomic life going back at least thirty-six years. Moreover, the investigative work of Neigebaur and Seidl shows that an unknown but certainly large number of tablets were lost postdiscovery. More still are likely to have been retrieved in antiquity, so the complete record will have been considerably more extensive than what we have now.

Roman Dacia and Alburnus Maior

The province of Roman Dacia was created in 106 CE after the emperor Trajan had invaded and subjugated the area, an endeavor that had taken him five years to complete. A detailed pictorial narrative celebrating his military exploits still exists, carved into one of Rome’s most famous monuments, Trajan’s Column.108 The area across the river Danube that was to become Roman Dacia seems to have been thinly populated before Trajan’s campaigns and even more so immediately afterward, when many native Dacians had been killed, chased out or shipped to Italy as slaves. A considerable number apparently were also recruited into the Roman army and dispatched to Egypt, some shortly after 106 CE, as indicated by ostraca found in the Eastern Desert bearing the names of Dacian soldiers.109

To raise the population numbers in the new province, the emperor encouraged large-scale immigration. People moving in consisted of nearby ethnic groups such as Illyrians and Thracians, both native to the Balkans, but also of Greeks from Asia Minor, Italians and Syrians.110 A large military force brought to Dacia to keep the peace consisted of legionaries and auxiliary troops from all over the empire, contributing to the province’s demographic rise and its ethnic diversity. Apart from soldiers on active duty, military veterans settled as colonists.111 Roman culture spread rapidly in Dacia, perhaps unsurprisingly given the immigration of large numbers of civilians from other provinces and of soldiers and veterans accustomed to a rigid Roman institutional environment. Immigrants took with them the practice of commemorating events in inscriptions, the “epigraphic habit,” as Ramsay MacMullen has famously called it, “part of the package that we call Romanization.”112 A Roman material culture emerged as well, and the archaeological record shows aqueducts, amphitheaters and public baths going up.113

Mining formed a large component of the economy of Roman Dacia generally and of the area where the wax tablets were discovered in particular. The mines around Alburnus Maior were a state asset, and their exploitation was overseen by a public official with the title of “procurator of the gold mines” (procurator aurariarum). Ten such officials are known to us through inscriptions dating from the reign of Trajan to the early third century CE.114 Some of the procurators were imperial freedmen, suggesting that the emperor’s court kept a close watch on the process of gold extraction in the new province. But although state involvement in the exploitation of the mines is certain, the details about the organizational logistics are blurry. Three of the wax tablets from Alburnus Maior preserve labor contracts.115 They show that the workforce down in the pits consisted not, or at least not solely, of slaves and convicted criminals, the type of labor force frequently found at Roman mines elsewhere. The state itself may have contracted free workers, but the documents contain no language that points in that direction. Rather than the state exploiting the mines directly, it seems more likely that sections were sold or leased out to private companies or individual entrepreneurs, who would then attract the necessary manpower. In that scenario, the imperial procurators would have been in charge of subcontracting and revenue collection.116

However that may have been, Alburnus Maior—recently Romanized, peripheral, landlocked, mountainous, heavily dependent on mining—is in all respects just about as far removed from the Bay of Naples as one can get. In addition, Alburnus Maior was not an urban environment like Puteoli, Pompeii or Herculaneum. It was only a small settlement forming the center of a constellation of connected villages, some of whose names appear in the tablets.117 As one would expect based on the historical, geographical and socioeconomic differences between the Bay of Naples and the Transylvanian mountains, the Campanian and Dacian documents present different pictures of Roman life. Yet in many ways their similarities are also remarkable, as the discussion below will show.

Of the twenty-five Dacian tablets, only fourteen can be read with enough certainty for us to know what they documented. Fortunately they display a great variety in their content, ranging from the labor contracts mentioned above to loans and other financial agreements, the sale of a house, the sale of slaves and the dissolution of a funerary association. An outlier in the collection is a ledger recording money received for foodstuffs—pork and lamb meat, white bread, salt, onions and vinegar—providing us with precious information on local food prices. Incense is included in the ledger, suggesting that it records purchases made in preparation for a banquet to be held at a religious festival.118 Apart from giving us an idea of the local economy of Alburnus Maior the tablets provide us with evidence on its ethnic makeup. Illyrian names are especially well represented, but Greek and Latin names are frequently attested as well.119 Finally, the strong military presence in Dacia is reflected in the tablets. Veterans and soldiers of the XIII Gemina legion, headquartered in nearby Apulum (fig. 4.2), appear in some of them, and two documents were drawn up in the soldiers’ camp.120

Witnesses Rankings in the Dacian Tablets

Unfortunately for my purposes the tablets contain only ten witness lists, of which one is now also missing its main text.121 But although the number of lists is low and the recurrence of names rare, the evidence is highly instructive about the practice of witnessing contracts. One of the most informative documents from that point of view records a slave sale that had taken place at the settlement of Kartum on March 17, 139 CE. The skeleton text reads:

Maximus son of Bato has bought and accepted … a girl by name Passia … more or less around six years old … for 205 denarii from Dasius son of Verzo, a Pirustian from Kavieretium. It is vouched for that she is a physically sound girl, not charged with theft and damage, is not a fugitive truant. But if anyone shall have claimed back this girl … as a result of which it is not legal for Maximus son of Bato … to hold and possess her rightfully, in that case Maximus son of Bato demanded that the exact sum and an equivalent amount be paid in good faith.122

A complete and clearly legible list of seven names is appended to this contract. The first six men down from the top are witnesses, while the signatory in the bottom position is the seller, Dasius:


Maximus son of Venetus, princeps

Masurius son of Messius, decurio

Anneses son of Andunocnes

Planius Sclaies son of Verzo

Liccaius Marciniesus son of Epicadus

Epicadus son of Plares, also known as Mico

Dasius son of Verzo, the seller



A striking aspect of the contract text is its close adherence to Roman legal concepts. It employs the formulaic language of imperial law, familiar to us from a large body of Roman juristic writing. That the text was composed of boilerplate phrases from that repertoire is suggested further by a reference to the girl as “him” in a subordinate clause, a type of mistake found in several more of the Dacian documents.123 But if stock formulas taken from Roman contract law were not all modified correctly, they seem not to have been un-critically copied either. Two more of the Dacian tablets record slave sales, and a comparison between the three contracts shows that some thought had gone into tailoring the texts to the case at hand.124

Because of the legal mold in which the contract has been poured, we hear strong echoes of the Puteolan slave sale discussed above: the seller Dasius guaranteed that nothing in Passia’s personal history made her a liability, furthermore guaranteeing that she was neither a runaway nor prone to becoming one in future. As the Puteolan seller had done, Dasius promised to pay double the purchase price in case a third party should come forward to lay a claim of ownership.125


But just as striking as the Roman flavor of the contract is the decidedly non-Roman flavor of many names. Moreover, it seems highly doubtful that any of the men involved possessed Roman citizenship, contractual parties and witnesses alike. None used the traditional Roman triple name, and even the ones with Roman-sounding names identified themselves as “son of” in a way typical of noncitizens (peregrini). Yet the text explicitly says that the sale was concluded through mancipatio, the official procedure required for the transfer of slave ownership.126 According to standard legal doctrine the use of Roman law was not available to noncitizens, so the contract presents us with a historical problem. That problem becomes even more acute considering that most people appearing in the Dacian tablets seem to have lacked citizenship, probably some 75 percent.127

In the past the issue has much exercised Roman legal scholarship, but a consensus on how to resolve it seems not to have emerged. Perhaps the most attractive solution proposed so far is that the population of Alburnus Maior might have possessed the “right of commerce” (ius commercii), which included the right to use Roman law.128 However, nothing in the tablets or other epigraphic evidence provides any support for that hypothesis. In my view we would do better simply to accept the contradiction and conclude with Elemér Pólay that the “imperial law of sale by means of the Romans’ documentary formulas had almost completely entered into the legal practice of the settled peregrini.”129

The adoption of Roman law by noncitizens was hardly a phenomenon unique to Dacia. Hartmut Galsterer, in a general survey of the reception of the legal system in the provinces, surely had it right when he wrote that “juridical status in the principate was increasingly defined by social relationships and ties rather than by the type of citizenship one enjoyed. … It did not count so much whether one was a Roman citizen or not, but whether or not one belonged to a superior status group.”130 In line with the point made above about witnessing as a performative gesture, I would add here: or whether one desired to be seen as belonging to a superior status group.

All this leaves unresolved what seems to be the central problem, namely the question of the contracts’ legal validity. But although that question appears to be key, it might be merely a distraction. Ultimately a contract is as good as its enforceability, and on that aspect we should focus our attention. First of all, it is likely that in Alburnus Maior, as in other historical societies we know of, most disputes were preferably resolved out of court by informal settlement. With such outcomes no magistrate would ever evaluate the legal merits of written agreements, and it did not much matter how they were phrased. But even if a dispute had to be resolved in court, in the end it all depended on what a local community and the judges serving it would find acceptable. As to what that might have been in Alburnus Maior, I suggest that contracts were publicly embedded in a way similar to the Campanian ones, lending them social respectability and legal strength.

A closer look at the men appearing in the contract will clarify the point. The seller Dasius was of Illyrian origin, as was his father Verzo, in both cases shown by their names.131 In addition, Dasius identified himself as belonging to the Pirustians, an Illyrian tribe known to us through the works of the geographers Strabo (Geogr. 7.5.3) and Ptolemy (Geogr. 2.15). Kavieretium was his hometown, and he had clearly come to Dacia as an immigrant.132 He appears once elsewhere in the documents as a party to a contract concluded in 131 CE, although the text is too badly damaged to determine what it entailed.133 The buyer Maximus was of Illyrian ethnic descent as well, despite his Roman personal name, as shown by his patronymic.134 As for the witnesses, their names suggest that all were Illyrians, with the possible exception of Masurius son of Messius, who might have been a Thracian.135

The non-Romanness of the witnesses aside, what jumps out is that Maximus and Masurius added titles to their names, in both cases indicating that they had attained official positions. Given what we know from the Campanian tablets, it is unlikely to be a coincidence that they were the top two witnesses listed. Because we lack information about the other four men, it is impossible for us to say why their names were sequenced as they were. Nevertheless, based on the data from the Campanian tablets and other Roman documentary evidence it is a legitimate inference that here as well their place in the local social hierarchy determined their position in the list. By contrast, the seller Dasius’ bottom position was likely not the result of his social standing (or lack thereof), but the result of sellers customarily signing last, below the witnesses proper. Three other contracts of sale from Dacia and one more from Herculaneum provide parallels for that practice.136


The titles with which Maximus and Masurius presented themselves are worth examining in detail. A princeps was a member of the traditional Illyrian tribal aristocracy who had become a local governor in the Roman provincial administration. During the time of the early empire the Romans had placed Illyria under the authority of their own prefects, who were mostly military men. But in the course of the first century CE they gradually ceded control to the principes, co-opting them into their administration as trusted local collaborators and granting citizenship to a selected few.137 It is possible that the position was introduced into Dacia as well and that Maximus held it locally, but he may also have been referring to a previous appointment in his native region.138 Either way, given the large-scale Illyrian immigration into Dacia, clearly reflected in the slave sale document, many of the inhabitants of Alburnus Maior will have been familiar with the position of princeps and with the authority it carried. As for Masurius, he was or had been a decurio, a member of a local municipal council. He may have held that position at Alburnus Maior, provided it had a council, or else perhaps at another Dacian settlement such as nearby Ampelum (fig. 4.2). But it is also possible that in a previous life he had served as a councilor in an Illyrian or Thracian town.139 One way or the other, a princeps was without doubt a higher-ranking official than a decurio, a status differential reflected in the relative position of Maximus and Masurius in the list.

The practice of ranking witnesses can also be observed in other Dacian documents. One of those, dated May 6, 159 CE, is a contract for the sale of a house in Alburnus Maior.140 The building was located in what is called the “quarter of the Pirustians,” a sector named after the Illyrian tribe already mentioned. Evidently substantial Illyrian migration to Alburnus Maior had occurred, and many of the original settlers had apparently come from a specific area. The two neighbors of the property to be sold are identified in the contract. One sure enough had an Illyrian personal name, Plator, although his patronymic was Roman.141 The background of the second neighbor is murky, but he was probably not of Illyrian but of Greek origin.142 Finally, the property’s seller was likely of non-Illyrian ethnic descent and may have been an Italian. All in all, the neighborhood rather seems to have changed character since receiving its Pirustian moniker. In any event, the description of the house shows it was what we would call a semi-detached today:

Andueia son of Bato bought and received in ownership half a house, on the right hand as you go in, which is in Alburnus Maior in the quarter of the Pirustians between the neighbors Plator Acceptianus and Ingenuus son of Callistus, for three hundred denarii from Veturius Valens. Andueia son of Bato shall lawfully hold that half of a house which is in question with its walls, fences, boundaries, entries, doors and windows, as it is secured with nails and in the best condition. If anyone shall evict Andueia son of Bato from that house or part of it, so that he and those whom it concerns are not allowed properly to hold, possess or occupy it, then Veturius Valens promises in good faith to give to Andueia son of Bato such sum as he in good faith claims to be properly given, in as much as he is not allowed so to do. And for the half of the said house Veturius Valens has received from Andueia son of Bato, and acknowledges that he holds, the price of three hundred denarii.143

A list of seven names follows. As in the slave sale cited above, the seller appears in the bottom position, here again almost certainly because it was customary for sellers to sign last:


L. Vasidius Victor signed

T. Flavius Felix

M. Lucanus Melior

Plator son of Carpus

T. Aurelius Priscus

Bato son of Annaeus

Veturius Valens, seller



The seller, Veturius Valens, seems to have been a Roman citizen, judging from his name. Moreover, he seems to have been one from birth, as his surname was a respectable one, not associated with a freedman social mi-lieu.144 Given his pure Roman name, and given the large-scale and geographically wide-ranging migration into Dacia, he may well have come from Italy.145 However, as the document postdates the creation of the province of Dacia by over half a century, it cannot be ruled out that he was locally born. The buyer, Andueia son of Bato, on the other hand, was all but certainly a noncitizen.


As demonstrated by the slave sale discussed above, in Alburnus Maior it was socially acceptable for noncitizens to transact business using the imperial legal system. The contract between Andueia and Valens shows that no local custom prevented men of different civic status from doing the same. Ownership is stated to be transferred through mancipatio, which according to official legal doctrine applied not only to slaves but also to provincial real estate.146 However, because Andueia lacked citizenship, ownership of the house strictly speaking could not be transferred to him that way. The contract thus provides another example of an incongruity between civic status and legal practice.

A mix of citizen and noncitizen names is presented also by the witness list. Two men were without much doubt noncitizens: Plator and Bato, both Illyrians.147 The four others carried a Roman triple name and were most likely citizens.148 Just like the seller Veturius Valens, they may have come from the Italian peninsula, although the possibility of a provincial origin cannot be excluded. As to their positions in the witness list, the fact that three of them occupied the top three positions seems to suggest that citizenship provided social status. But if that was the case, it did not necessarily trump the social standing of noncitizens, seeing how Plator son of Carpus was listed above T. Aurelius Priscus. We can think of a variety of reasons why that might have been the case, but no information on the men’s personal background is available, and no conclusions can be drawn.

From the perspective of social status and how it was expressed, the most interesting individual on the list is L. Vasidius Victor, the man in the top position. Several indicators show that he was held in high regard. Most importantly, he appears as the first witness listed not only in this document but also in two later ones, documenting a loan agreement and the dissolution of a funerary association.149 In each case the witness lineup is entirely different, so it would seem that Victor’s status in the local community surpassed most everyone else’s. The three documents in which he appears were drafted in 159, 162 and 167 CE, so he was evidently able to maintain his high standing for a good number of years.

Apart from Victor’s top position, there is another indication of his special status.150 All other men’s names are entered in the genitive, the usual way for witnesses to be represented. But Victor’s name is written in the nominative and followed by the word sig(navit), meaning “he signed,” further setting it apart from the five names listed underneath. With this addition Victor conceivably intended to emphasize that he was sufficiently literate to sign his own name. If that was his motivation it was in any case still part of status display. What lay behind his social standing is unfortunately impossible for us to determine, but a tantalizing glimpse of what it might have been is provided by the tablet from 162 CE in which he also appears as a witness. Added to Victor’s name is a word or phrase that unfortunately cannot be deciphered.151 However, we can safely assume that it indicated a magistracy or other official position, in line with the general Roman practice of listing witnesses according to their rank in public life.

As discussed above, using Roman law in contracting was optional. If transacting parties chose to employ it, they had incentives for their behavior. That held true for citizen communities such as those of Puteoli and Pompeii, and therefore all the more so for a largely noncitizen community such as that of Alburnus Maior. I propose that in Dacia as well, the ranked witness lists point to why the Roman legal system was preferred over alternatives based on local, ethnic or occupational custom. Participation in public life and the acquisition of official titles translated into the highest possible social standing. Individuals having attained such high standing needed to maintain it in a way consonant with it. Contributing to the smooth running of the local economy using the legal institutions of the imperial state provided a natural way for them to do so. As in Campanian cities, so in Alburnus Maior the process of ongoing status affirmation and reaffirmation produced a self-reinforcing dynamic. In Dacia as well, both the contracting parties and the witnesses were invested in the ranked listings. The practice made contracts publicly embedded, which increased their enforceability and decreased enforcement costs.

The surviving Transylvanian tablets do not contain any evidence for litigation, making it impossible for us to determine how local magistrates treated contracts drawn up completely or partly by noncitizens. But the question of whether such contracts, strictly speaking, possessed legal validity must have been a non-issue in everyday practice. It would have been extremely disruptive to the local economy if agreements for the sale of slaves and real estate were not considered solid. Logic dictates that they were enforceable, and I suggest that what made them so was their public embeddedness. Declaring them void would have meant challenging the civic order in which they had been set. None of this means that citizenship did not matter in the provinces. It obviously did and was taken quite seriously, as is made plain by the second-century CE inscription from Banasa, mentioned above, recording a grant of citizenship to a North-African tribal chief and his family.152 But noncitizen status did not prevent members of Alburnus Maior’s community from using Roman law and from positioning themselves in the civic order that structured Roman socioeconomic life.

In Puteoli, the legal system was intertwined with an imperial ideology. Litigation agreements stipulated that parties meet at locations with imperial-cult significance, and a number of contracts contain oaths sworn on the divine power of the emperors. We do not know where parties at Alburnus Maior met to initiate dispute settlements, nor do we know if swearing oaths on divine imperial power formed part of the legal practice there. But if public institutions were attractive in part because they allowed community members to embed their contracts in the state’s civic order then evidence for the imperial cult is relevant in that larger context. At Alburnus Maior such evidence is limited, yet worth discussing briefly.

Of the modest epigraphic corpus from the site only five inscriptions are related to the imperial cult, a small number but showing a notable consistency. All are dedications inscribed on votive altars, and all are for deities bearing the epithet “Augustan.” The inscriptions are hard to date, but probably belong to the late second or early third century CE. None of the dedicants seem to have been Roman citizens. Four had Illyrian names or at least an Illyrian patronymic, as was the case with one Fronto son of Plares. He dedicated an altar to Asclepius Augustus on behalf of an association, about which he unfortunately gives no specifics.153 The other Illyrian dedicants were a Panes son of Epicadus, a Panes son of Noses and a Plator son of Sarus, who respectively set up altars to Diana Augusta, Apollo Augustus and Fortuna Augusta.154 The only non-Illyrian dedicant so far known is Hermes son of Myrinus, probably a man of Greek origin, who set up an altar to Silvanus Augustus.155

Four of the altars were found out of context. Only the one to Fortuna Augusta was discovered in its original location, allowing us to get a sense of what its ancient setting might have looked like. It was placed in an area surrounded by an enclosure wall, roughly square in shape with inner dimensions of about 20 by 18 meters.156 This area was unroofed and unpaved and may in antiquity have presented a garden-like appearance. It seems to have served as a sacred precinct of sorts containing a large collection of altars, at least fourteen in number, most of them inscribed.157 The altars had all been dedicated by different individuals, the majority with Illyrian names such as Beucus, Dasius and Panes, some with Roman names including a man bearing a traditional Roman triple name, M. Ulpius Clemens. These men had set up their altars to a variety of gods, some well known such as Asclepius, Apollo and Mercury, others obscure such as the Artani deities, probably of Illyrian extraction.158 The variety in gods and personal names shows that the precinct served an ethnically and religiously diverse community, suggesting that it was not a private sanctuary but a public or at least semi-public space.

The excavators proposed that Plator had placed his altar to Fortuna Augusta in this communal area as an expression of his “loyalty to the Roman Empire and the Emperor,” an interpretation in line with evidence from elsewhere in the Roman world for “Augustan gods.”159 By the late second century CE the practice of labeling deities “Augustan” stood in a long Roman tradition of applying epithets that specified a divinity’s peculiar powers. This custom came to include the addition of clan names, indicating that their members had a privileged association with a particular deity and enjoyed his or her special protection. Applying the epithet “Augustan” was in turn a continuation of that tradition. As Duncan Fishwick explained,

the original intention of the epithet Augustus/a will have been to personalize the deity, to appropriate its powers for the emperor and his family. … Whether they understood it or not, then, those using the epithet were loyally asking the deity to bless the emperor. … But what one suspects is that in the great majority of cases this was simply not understood and the adjectival form … came as a result to mean simply “Royal” or “Imperial.” Thus the habit of making a god “Augustan” must be viewed as little more than a mechanical process, a conventional gesture that flattered the emperor or expressed passive sympathy with the state and its policies.160

Of course we do not know if the dedicants of the Augustan altars in Alburnus Maior intended to invoke the blessing of particular gods for the reigning emperor or if they intended more generally to express their sympathy with the state. But the question of whether that distinction existed and what exactly the Dacian dedicants had in mind is irrelevant for my purposes. In either case the authors of the inscriptions presented themselves as faithful subjects of the emperor, engaging in imperial-cult activity to express their loyalty to the central authority that governed the empire.161 Evidently an imperial ideology formed part of the lived historical experience of the population of Alburnus Maior. Its inhabitants employed imperial institutions, legal, political, ideological and religious, to position themselves in public life. All the elements that in Puteoli and Pompeii produced the emergent property of a system of contract enforcement were thus in place here as well.

Concluding Remarks

It is tempting to assume a priori that the Roman legal system as a public good reduced transaction costs in contracting. Negotiation and information costs could indeed be lowered through the use of standard clauses, but the highest potential costs will have been for enforcement. On the face of it the imperial legal system was of little help in that area. But despite the lack of a public coercion infrastructure, Roman law did provide transacting parties with enforcement advantages. Witnesses were ranked according to their social standing, allowing contracts to be “publicly embedded.” That practice did more than create the conditions for a smooth running of business, as shown by the example of the Geniza traders, who also relied on witnessing but who did not adopt hierarchical rankings. The added effect in the Roman case was to insert contracts into a wider world of status and ideology, which increased their strength and reduced the costs of enforcing them.

A key component in producing that effect was the civic order of Roman society, which largely determined someone’s social standing. Acquiring a public position in political or religious life conferred the highest possible prestige. Other determinants of rank were civic-order dependent as well, such as free-born citizen status. Individuals sought to emphasize and maintain their standing within their particular social group by engaging in public behavior consonant with it. In witnessing contracts drawn up according to the precepts of the imperial legal system, they on the one hand displayed their importance to economic life and on the other endorsed the civic order from which their individual status derived. This behavior was intimately connected to an imperial ideology, visible in expressions of loyalty to the state through engagement in the imperial cult. The social arrangements that defined Roman society thus combined to create an effect that was more than the sum of its parts and that gave Roman law an enforcement-cost advantage. This outcome of unplanned and undirected institutional developments can be classified as an “emergent property.”

As we saw in chapter 2, the operation of regular, intercommunity commerce over long distances was made possible by trade diasporas, which under the Roman empire employed Rome’s imperial ideology to support private order. That same ideology was a key ingredient also in the emergent property of intragroup contract enforcement. Because the enforcement mechanism worked well in sustaining economic life, there was no need for the Roman state to invest in a coercion infrastructure. Taking that step would have had a high fixed cost and little to no expected payoff, so state representatives were not incentivized to do so. It probably bears repeating that I do not see that outcome as the result of a public policy based on a conscious cost-benefit analysis but as the result of stochastic, historical developments.
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Economic Trust and Religious Violence

IN A LONG AND CAREFULLY argued chapter in the Cambridge Ancient History, Bryan Ward-Perkins explored economic decline in late antiquity, approaching the subject from—as one would expect of him—an archaeological perspective. He makes the seemingly obvious yet important observation that the way in which the Roman economy unraveled reveals how it worked previously, in its untroubled state:

In order to begin to understand its decline, I find it necessary to believe, first, that the Roman economy (through both commerce and the state) linked local, regional and overseas networks of specialization and distribution into impressive but fragile overall structures. It is then possible to investigate a number of different factors that may have weakened these structures.1

Ward-Perkins is right to emphasize that we should not attribute Rome’s economic decline to a single factor. Several separate ones were at work, although some reinforced one another. Ecological change, writ large, is increasingly being recognized as one of the main drivers.

Kyle Harper, in a well-informed book on that subject, has recently argued that high connectivity had created an integrated disease regime in the area covered by the Roman empire at a moment when the climate there was becoming less favorable to agriculture. Lethal waves of endemic disease followed, starting in the second century CE. In addition, the empire began to suffer foreign invasions triggered by the westward migration of nomads on the Eurasian steppe, an area that was also experiencing environmental stress. The resulting economic degradation and political instability continued to worsen, and ultimately the downward drag proved to be too much for the Roman empire. This way of thinking is markedly different from the traditional approach, characterized by an emphasis on moral decay, political dysfunction and military mismanagement. Harper by contrast contends that the “fall of Rome’s empire was not the inexorable consequence of some intrinsic fault that only worked itself out in the fullness of time. Nor was it the unnecessary outcome of some false path that wiser steps might have circumvented.”2

In my view Harper is right in saying that we should not be looking for a fundamental flaw that from days of old had been woven into the fabric of Roman society and that in the end had to lead to its undoing. As noted in chapter 1, Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson’s idea of Rome’s “extractive institutions” reaching their limit is an example of such a misguided explanation.3 I also agree that we should not be searching for a catastrophic and ultimately fatal misstep to explain Rome’s demise. Yet I also think that Harper underplays the contribution of human agency to Rome’s downward spiral. To the degree that the human element factors into his story at all, it appears mostly as resilience in the face of adversity.4 But human actions had negative effects as well. Some of those actions seem initially to have been a response to the exogenous headwinds described by Harper. They may not have provided the initial impetus for Rome’s downhill turn, but they had severely damaging and entirely avoidable consequences, aggravating an already adverse situation. In line with the theme of this book I will focus here on damaging human action at the state level: a change in official religious policy.

Participating in religious rites forms a powerful way of promoting collaborative conduct, enabling what the anthropological and economic literature has labeled “honest signaling.” As Richard Sosis explained, the “performance of … costly behaviors signals and engenders commitment and loyalty to the group and the beliefs of its members. Trust is enhanced among adherents, thereby facilitating cooperative pursuits.”5 In-group trust does not depend on the belief in an omniscient, metaphysical being meting out punishment, although such notions may well heighten a cult’s honesty-generating effect.6 Instead, the value of religion in business lies in its ability to delineate membership, foster strong ties, reduce monitoring costs and facilitate collective action against defectors. The harshest economic punishment that a group can impose is the permanent exclusion of an individual from all further trade, although shunning can take many milder forms. In addition to economic penalties, religious groups are frequently able to impose social penalties on their members, for instance diminishing the marriage prospects of transgressors and their relatives.

Although trust in an interpersonal sense can increase the economic advantages of religious group membership, it is not necessary to produce them. The enhanced effectiveness of collective action in itself provides the main benefits. Confidence in private order possibly enhanced by justified faith in interpersonal honesty based on communal cult practice is what I will call “economic trust.” Its beneficial effects can be illustrated with a well-known modern-day example. Multiple case studies have shown how ultra-orthodox Jewish diamond dealers in Antwerp, Amsterdam, London, New York and Tel Aviv enjoy enforcement and transaction-cost advantages as members of tight-knit religious communities.7

During the first centuries of its existence, the Roman empire adopted a generally relaxed, hands-off attitude toward the religions of trading groups.8 It allowed those groups to engage in their individual cult practices, thereby allowing them to build internal cohesion and establish the type of private order described above. Of course the Roman world was polytheistic in nature, characterized by a multiplicity of nonexclusionary cults, and the influence of religion in most cases will not have been as strong as in the example of the modern-day Jewish diamond dealers. Nonetheless, the basic effects were the same.

The state’s lack of intrusion into private cultic life had positive effects on diaspora trade, but its presence in the public religious sphere had positive effects as well. The state’s religiously tinted ideology promoted society-wide private order, as we have seen in chapters 2 and 4. To encourage gestures of imperial consensus, the Roman authorities created occasions allowing the population of the empire to express their loyalty to the state and its governance. Some of those occasions were ad hoc, celebrating an imperial accession or a notable victory; others were fixed, celebrating anniversaries and birthdays of former and reigning emperors. To the category of fixed, recurring occasions belonged the collective vows on behalf of the emperor’s well-being, made annually on January 3 in public ceremonies around the empire.9

In creating an imperial ideology with religious overtones the state had in effect created an honest-signaling device at the intergroup level. Intercommunity signaling, in which members of a heterogeneous population adopt “degrees of homogeneity,” can be a highly effective way of promoting intergroup trade, as Peter Leeson has argued. “The use of social-distance-reducing signals separates cheaters from cooperators ex ante, ensuring that in equilibrium only cooperators exchange.”10 As with in-group signaling, to be considered meaningful such acts need to consist of publicly observable and sufficiently costly up-front investments.11 If investments are credible as cooperation signals they can allow intercommunity trade to occur even under “anarchy,” a situation loosely defined by Leeson as the absence of formal government.

A common way for Roman trading groups to signal their trustworthiness was to set up inscriptions with religious vows that invoked their gods and that expressed wishes of well-being for emperors and their families. Acts of that nature were not only entirely consonant with the state’s desire to receive token gestures of consensus with its rule but also credible as social distance-reducing signals. Religious vows involving public display were highly visible investments that could also be costly. Of course, rather than a situation of “anarchy,” this was a situation in which the state acted as the provider of the ideology that served as a signal. But otherwise the process of heterogeneous groups adopting “degrees of homogeneity” is similar to the one described by Leeson.

The private-order dynamic of Roman trade diasporas fostering ties of economic trust internally through native cult activities and externally through religious vows of adherence to a state ideology seems to have functioned well in supporting intercommunity trade. Little to no sign of strain is evident, such as religious violence between diaspora groups or between diaspora groups and their hosts.12 But the polytheistic environment that had sustained this complex system of socioeconomic interaction came under increasing pressure after Constantine’s conversion to Christianity in 312 CE. The state turned progressively hostile to pagan cults, embarking on a process of forced religious unification that provoked violence and bloodshed.

According to a theory posited recently by Polymnia Athanassiadi, the turn toward religious coercion had antecedents going back some sixty years, to the reign of Decius. In 249 CE, Decius ordered all inhabitants of the empire on threat of penalties to offer public blood sacrifice for the safety of the Roman state. The order appalled the Christian community, still a minority at the time. Athanassiadi sees Decius’ remarkable edict as the first step toward the establishment of a compulsory state religion, a development of which the harsh persecution of Christians by Diocletian would be another early manifestation.

As to the larger context of that general drift, Athanassiadi explicitly cites the severe and prolonged crisis that afflicted the empire after the end of the Severan dynasty in 235 CE.13 In the roughly fifty years following, there were invasions, usurpations, secession attempts in both east and west, outbreaks of disease, bouts of inflation and rapid successions of emperors, whose reign in some cases lasted mere weeks. The Roman state, as Athanassiadi sums up the situation, was “surrounded by energetic enemies and overwhelmed by social ills and natural calamities. According to the celebrated phrase of a fifth-century historian, in the mid-third century the empire found itself ‘leaderless and helpless.’”14 Faced with this dire state of affairs, Decius’ aim was not to sniff out Christians, assumed by some scholars to have been his motivation. Instead he intended to appease the gods and unite the Roman citizenry in what had become a precarious moment in the empire’s existence.15

Distressing the Christians was probably an unintended consequence of his edict, but a following one issued by Valerian in 257 CE did deliberately target them. It ordered the arrest of high-ranking members of the church, requiring them to offer sacrifice to display their allegiance to the state and its religious rites. “In so doing,” David Potter notes, “it represents the ongoing tendency toward centralization of all activity around the will of the palace, and an insistence upon conformity among members of the ruling class.”16 Attempts at the restoration of imperial control through novel ways of centralization, including in the area of religion, thus appear to have been a response by emperors who had seen their grip on things slipping. Such a reaction to instability agrees with the general idea of the natural state, which is “sensitive to changes that alter elite interests and capabilities,” as Douglass North, John Wallis and Barry Weingast wrote. “The limited access order is stable as a social order, but each natural state is subject to constant change; and because natural states rely on an interlocking system of elite interests, they are not always robust to changing circumstances.”17

The edicts by Decius and Valerian suggest that the religious coercion of the fourth century CE had its roots in the crisis of the third century. Constantine deviated from his predecessors by favoring Christianity over the traditional Roman cults, but in his religious policy he was less of an innovator than he appears.18 Already decades before his reign, a sociopolitical undercurrent was pushing the Roman state in the direction of religious exclusivism and intolerance. Still, if Constantine’s attempts at religious unification followed a turn taken earlier, it was the more momentous development in the process. “The abandonment of long established cults surely does reflect a change of mentality that is very profound indeed.”19

An important socioeconomic consequence of that change was the consolidation of a new Christian establishment and the growing public prominence of bishops. In 321 CE Constantine issued a law permitting property bequests to the church, and as a result ecclesiastical wealth began to accumulate over the generations (Cod. Theod. 16.2.4). Bishops could thus come to control substantial financial means on their appointment, making some of them extremely powerful men.20 Because such men had public prominence, controlled resources and had access to military violence they can be considered part of the ruling coalition of the natural state.21 Below, we will see several examples of influential bishops asserting their authority through the use of armed force.

The negative economic consequences of the state’s hostility to cultic diversity went beyond the violent destruction of life and capital. An unintended effect of its policy was to undercut one of the foundations on which long established trading communities had built economic trust. The state’s forced promotion of cultic uniformity made it increasingly hard for trading groups to maintain cohesion through engagement in their respective religions. It also made impossible the insertion of those religions into an imperial ideology as an intergroup signaling device. The combined effect was to produce a shock to the Roman system of long-distance commerce and an upset of the existing private-order equilibrium. The empire’s “impressive but fragile” structures of economic interconnectedness weakened. In what follows, I will discuss that process through three specific cases, one of them a cause célèbre of late-Roman religious violence.22 But first, a brief general outline of the larger fourth-century CE context will be useful.


Christianity, Violence and the State

With the exception of Julian, who briefly reigned in the early 360s CE, all Roman emperors after Constantine endorsed Christianity. This enduring shift in the religious outlook of the imperial court is Constantine’s most important legacy. Imperial patronage of the church is a major reason, and arguably the main reason, that Christianity would rise to become a world religion. Allowing the new faith to triumph over the traditional cults represents an impressive intellectual, political and social achievement, the scale of which should not be underestimated: “In 312 it was as easy to conceive of a Christian Roman Empire as it was to imagine a Roman imperial rail network.”23

After Constantine committed to supporting the church in 312 CE, he began issuing legislation condemning all forms of religious allegiance other than the officially sanctioned form of Christianity. His successors followed in his footsteps, issuing their own edicts and decrees in favor of the catholic faith. Many of those laws are included in Book 16 of the Theodosian Code, promulgated in 438 CE. They provide us with direct evidence on what emperors attempted to achieve.24 The compilation of the Code shows that legislation was not necessarily effective. Repeated attempts to outlaw the same practices at any rate suggest otherwise.

The Christian scholar Eusebius mentions in several passages of his biography of Constantine that the emperor had issued a law that forbade making sacrifices to idols (Vita Const. 2.45, 4.23, 4.25). The text of that law is no longer extant, but an edict of 341 CE issued by Constantine’s son Constantius II refers to the earlier ban. It aimed at the same goal.

Superstition shall cease; the madness of sacrifices shall be abolished. For if any man in violation of the law of the sainted Emperor, Our father, and in violation of this command of Our Clemency, should dare to perform sacrifices, he shall suffer the infliction of a suitable punishment and the effect of an immediate sentence. (Cod. Theod. 16.10.2)25

Yet pagan sacrifice continued. A comprehensively worded law of 392 CE once again attempted to put it to a halt.

No person at all, of any class or order whatsoever of men or of dignities, whether he occupies a position of power or has completed such honors, whether he is powerful by the lot of birth or is humble in lineage, legal status and fortune, shall sacrifice an innocent victim to senseless images in any place at all or in any city. He shall not, by more secret wickedness, venerate his protective deity with fire, his guardian spirit with wine, his household gods with fragrant odors; he shall not burn lights to them, place incense before them, or suspend wreaths for them. (Cod. Theod. 16.10.12)26

Several years later again, in 399 CE, the emperors Arcadius and Honorius thought it necessary to write about the matter to Apollodorus, the proconsul of Africa:

If any person should be apprehended while performing a sacrifice, he shall be punished according to the laws. Idols shall be taken down under the direction of the office staff after an investigation has been held, since it is evident that even now the worship of a vain superstition is being paid to idols. (Cod. Theod. 16.10.18)27

If the edict betrays a hint of exasperation, that is perhaps understandable. According to Keith Hopkins’ estimate, about half the population of the empire was still non-Christian around 350 CE, although it is also possible that a more or less even Christian-pagan split was not reached until the early fifth century.28 Even then it could legitimately be asked how many Romans were only going through the motions of Christian worship simply because it was the sensible thing to do in the face of religious violence and oppression. As the rhetorician Libanius warned the emperor Theodosius in 386 CE,

if they tell you that some other people have been converted by such measures (i.e., the destruction of pagan temples) and now share their religious beliefs, do not overlook the fact that they speak of conversions apparent, not real. Their converts have not really been changed—they only say they have. This does not mean that they have exchanged one faith for another— only that this crew (i.e., the Christians) have been bamboozled. They go to their ceremonies, join their crowds, go everywhere where these do, but when they adopt an attitude of prayer, they either invoke no god at all or else they invoke the gods. (Or. 30.28)29

Whatever the pace of religious change may have been, pagan beliefs and practices could not simply be legislated out of existence, that much is clear. But the repeated edicts against sacrifice and the strong language they employed show which way the wind was blowing at the state level.


By the time the renewed bans on sacrifice were issued, the religious atmosphere in the empire was turning increasingly nasty. Many cities were shaken by street fighting and riots, a situation that had been growing worse by fits and starts. Earlier in the century, violence against pagan sanctuaries had also occurred, but there is evidence of public disapproval by the ecclesiastical establishment. At the Synod of Elvira in 305 CE the southern Spanish bishops declared that anyone who broke idols and got killed doing so would not count as a martyr. They justified their decision by pointing out that such behavior was not found in the Gospels and had not been indulged in by the Apostles.30 Of course the church was not yet operating from a position of strength, which might explain the bishops’ caution and call for moderation. But judging by the stories of rumblings that begin appearing in the literary sources, things looked different once the church had court backing.

Before discussing the escalation of violence, it is worth spending a few words on Constantine’s nephew Julian, a most interesting character who has left us a large corpus of his own writings. Julian would become known to posterity as “the Apostate,” having been branded thus already by his contemporary, the bishop and theologian Gregory of Nazianzus (Or. 4.1). Brought up a Christian, he came under the influence of Neoplatonic mysticism while a student, eventually to embrace paganism.31 He kept his beliefs hidden, not making them known until he became sole ruler in 361 CE on the sudden death of his cousin, Constantius II. Once in full control of government, he attempted to reverse some of the changes set in motion by Constantine. He removed the tax privileges of the clergy and forbade Christians to teach rhetoric and grammar, in effect barring them from teaching at all. Political miscalculations and the brevity of his reign, which lasted barely over eighteen months, prevented his policies from having long-term effect. But his accession and rule did have an impact on the contemporary religious conflicts that simmered and periodically erupted, especially in cities in the east.

The pronouncement of the Spanish Synod implies that by the early fourth century, religious violence was not unidirectional, deadly revenge potentially following the destruction of pagan shrines. Stories of later incidents as well show that once a first act of provocation had been committed, a cycle of violence could ensue. The church historian Sozomen (HE 5.7, 5.9), referring to incidents that had taken place in the 360s CE, mentions how in Gaza and Alexandria pagans had committed atrocities against Christians. In both cases, acts of insult and sacrilege against pagan cults had apparently provided the spark. Both Sozomen (HE 5.10) and Gregory of Nazianzus (Or. 4.88–91) relate how at Arethusa in Syria the local bishop Mark had demolished a pagan temple on authority of Constantius II. But on the accession of Julian, the non-Christian townsfolk saw a chance for payback, lynching Mark in most creative ways. In Caesarea, central Turkey, Christians had torn down two temples, one to the city’s ancestral god Apollo and the other to its tutelary deity Jupiter. But when early in Julian’s reign the Caesarean Christians unwisely went on to attack the sanctuary of Fortuna, state reprisals followed, including the enrollment of the clergy into the military (Soz. HE 5.4).

After this period of heightened tension and mutual acts of brutality, things seem to have calmed down. But the climate turned more openly violent again at the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth century.32 Major sanctuaries in Gaza and Alexandria were given over to destruction (more on both below), part of a larger sweep of temple razings taking place in the eastern provinces. Marcellus the bishop of Apamea sometime in the 380s or 390s CE destroyed the city’s great temple of Zeus, having been sanctioned to do so by Theodosius I (Theodoret HE 5.20–21). Troops at his side kept the populace in check. He apparently was carrying out a more comprehensive program of temple destruction, which ultimately would not end well for him. While on his instructions soldiers and gladiators were busy smashing a pagan sanctuary in Aulon, the bishop, standing at some distance from the scene, was grabbed by an angry mob and burned alive. The perpetrators were eventually identified by the bishop’s sons, who vowed to avenge their father’s death. They were prevented from doing so by the provincial council, which no doubt hoped to prevent a blood feud from deepening a religious rift.

Sozomen (HE 7.15), who relates this story, mentions in the same passage how in many cities in Arabia, Syria, Palestine and Phoenicia, pagans were attempting to defend their shrines and temples against Christian assault. If the sources are not as informative on the west, probably in large part due to the manuscript tradition, similar attacks certainly happened there as well. Martin the bishop of Tours busied himself with demolishing ancient pagan temples, overturning altars and cutting down sacred trees, as Sulpicius Severus informs us (Vita Martini 13–15). Archaeological evidence fills out the incomplete literary picture. Scattered across the northern provinces are “broken buildings, burnt-out buildings, hastily buried icons and sacred vessels.”33 In 401 CE in Carthage, there apparently was enough left to smash to lead Augustine, the bishop of Hippo, to preach to a congregation in a fiery sermon: “For that all superstition of pagans and heathens should be annihilated is what God wants, God commands, God proclaims!” (Serm. 24.6).34 The result may have been the religious riot in Sufetula that we hear about in one of Augustine’s letters (Ep. 50), a confrontation that left sixty Christians dead.35

The conflict between paganism and Christianity has to be seen against a larger backdrop of religious frictions and power struggles within the church establishment. Christianity had not been a monolithic religion prior to Constantine’s conversion and did not suddenly turn into one post–312 CE. Branches including Donatism, Meletianism and Arianism had large numbers of adherents, and members of the various groups were at each other’s throats with righteous zeal. Ramsay MacMullen has emphasized the “intransigence, sometimes amounting to ferocity,” with which Christian disagreements were argued, battles of words and vitriol that could turn bloody. Clashes over doctrinal differences were fierce, particularly in Egypt, which “echoed to the shouts of partisans, the din of violence, and laments for those robbed, stripped naked, flogged, imprisoned, exiled, sent to the quarries and copper mines, conscripted into the army, tortured, decapitated, strangled, or stoned or beaten to death. The express object was to make converts.”36

Emperors were directly involved in those internal conflicts, aiming with varying degrees of success to achieve unity within the church.37 Harsh threats of physical coercion were not eschewed in attempts to implement catholic doctrine. An egregious example of the severity that emperors reserved for their coreligionists is the law of 382 CE prescribing the death penalty for celebrating Easter on any day other than the officially authorized one (Cod. Theod. 16.5.9.2). Whether anyone was ever executed for that offense is perhaps doubtful, but the point here is the spirit that informed the law. Given the fervor shading into fanaticism with which disputes over doctrine were fought within the church community, it is not surprising that even greater antagonism was aimed at non-Christian cults.

The polytheistic nature of Greco-Roman religion made it apt at absorbing new gods by incorporating them into the existing pantheon. Out of that praxis a seemingly improbable gray area between Christianity and paganism developed, visible for instance in burial practices displaying a mix of pagan and Christian iconography.38 But ultimately, the monotheistic, exclusivist nature of Christianity made it incompatible with the Greco-Roman religious tradition on principle. As the discussion above has shown, for both emperors and the ecclesiastical establishment, principles mattered. Yet throughout the fourth century no policy was designed systematically to eradicate non-Christian cults, even if emperors repeatedly attempted to halt pagan sacrifice. Late in the century we still find evidence of non-Christians litigating to appeal laws for the overthrow of their temples. But in 407 CE after years of imperial ad hoc decisions and case-by-case treatment, a blanket decree for the destruction of pagan images and altars went out to the west from Rome (Cod. Theod. 16.10.19.1–2). By then “it could be fairly claimed that non-Christians were outlaws at last, and … that a state religion had at last emerged.”39

Gazan Long-Distance Trade

By the time of the Roman empire Gaza was already an old city, having existed for at least a millennium and a half. Its first known mention occurs in an inscription on a temple wall in Karnak, Egypt, dating to 1468 BCE and listing the cities conquered by Tuthmosis III.40 Gaza was a prized possession for the pharaoh because of its location on “the way of the sea” (Isa. 9:1), the trunk road along the coast between Egypt and the land of Canaan.41 It would eventually grow into a trading post strategically placed on both a north-south and an east-west axis, connecting the Arabian Peninsula to the Mediterranean. How early that transformation had begun is unknown, although archaeological and numismatic evidence indicates that it dates back at least to the time of the Achaemenid empire.42 A Plutarch passage (Alex. 25.4) also suggests that the city had consolidated its position as an emporium for high-value eastern goods before 332 BCE. Alexander captured Gaza in that year and is said to have sent his old tutor Leonidas five hundred talents of incense and one hundred talents of myrrh from the spoils of war.

Hellenistic-era documentary evidence confirms the picture of a city with valuable eastern trading links. As we have seen in chapter 3, Gaza was important enough for the Ptolemaic finance minister Apollonios to have an agent permanently stationed there to supervise shipments of Egypt-bound aromatics. Apollonios’ business documentation shows the wide geographical range of areas sending goods to Gaza. Frankincense arrived there from Gerrha on the Persian Gulf, incense and myrrh from south Arabia, and henna, cinnamon oil, cassia and nard from India.43

During the Hellenistic and early Roman era the desert trade in such high-value goods allowed the Nabataeans to carve out a key position for themselves as transporters and middlemen. Originally a nomadic people, they increasingly became a sedentary society, occupying the area around Petra, their most important settlement. Operating from that strategic location they brought goods from India, the Persian Gulf and Arabia through the desert to Gaza, the nearest harbor on the Mediterranean.44 The mercantile importance of Petra is often assumed to have declined after 106 CE when the Romans annexed the Nabataean kingdom, causing caravan routes to shift northward to Palmyra.45 But if that was the case the process was slow, and the transport of eastern goods to Gaza over Petra did not cease until sometime in late antiquity. Archaeological evidence shows that the road between Petra and Gaza remained in use until at least the end of the third century.46

Late-antique, long-distance trade at an even later date is suggested by a passage from Timotheus of Gaza (Peri Zoon 24), an early-sixth-century CE author. Timotheus wrote that a trader in Indian goods had passed through Gaza with two Indian giraffes and an elephant. The destination of the exotic fauna was reportedly the court of the emperor Anastasius in Constantinople. What makes the passage puzzling and a bit suspicious is the fact that the giraffe is, of course, an African and not an Indian animal. The story seems not to have been fanciful, though. A contemporary work reports on the shipment’s arrival at the emperor’s court (Mar. Com. Chron. 496). Presumably the India merchant traveled to Gaza over Aela coming from the Red Sea, where he might have picked up the two giraffes at a harbor on the African coast.

Still, if movements of high-end goods continued well into late antiquity, it seems that the aromatics trade dried up. Textual evidence on Gaza does not allude to it anymore, indicating that the city had lost its prominence as a way station on the Arabian supply route. But what it lost in eastern trade it gained in exports of wine, which its hinterland started producing on a large scale. Literary sources first in their silence and subsequently in their effusiveness suggest that this economic shift was a development of the later empire. Pliny the Elder (NH 14), writing in the first century CE, makes no mention of Gaza in his long exposition of grape types, wine production areas and methods of vine cultivation. But Gazan wine does appear in the writings of several late-antique authors, who universally praise its high quality.47 The anonymous author of a fourth-century CE geographical survey work, for instance, commented: “Ascalon and Gaza are distinguished cities full of commercial activity and having everything in abundance. They export an excellent wine all over Syria and Egypt” (Exp. Tot. Mundi 29).48 Gazan wine amphorae are also a well-known feature of late-antique archaeological strata in the Mediterranean and beyond, appearing as far west as London and Trier.49

Gaza’s commercial history doubtless explains the presence of its natives in the imperial heartland of Italy. We catch only a glimpse of a Gazan diaspora through two mid-third-century CE inscriptions, but its activities seem unlikely to have been limited to that narrow timeframe. Rome was the empire’s largest market, generating about 8 percent of Roman GDP in Hopkins’ estimate, in “great proportion” through trade in high-value products.50 Given Gaza’s long mercantile tradition and nodal position in the Mediterranean for Indian and Arabian goods, the city seems likely to have had a longer history of commercial exchange with Rome through overseas agents.

Regardless of when ties might initially have been established, during the reign of Gordian III (238–44 CE), Gazan natives were demonstrably active in Portus, the harbor at the mouth of the river Tiber serving Rome. An inscription found there tells us that the city of Gaza honored Gordian, “the most god-beloved ruler of the world,” as its benefactor.51 It had done so, the text clarifies, “at the prompting of its ancestral god and through Tiberius Claudius Papirius, keeper of the temple.” In all probability Gordian had conferred special privileges on Gaza. In response, Papirius, on behalf of the city’s trade diaspora at Portus, had publicly paid tribute to the emperor. The decree does not say to what god the temple overseen by Papirius was dedicated, but the reference to Gaza’s ancestral faith provides a first clue that we should be thinking of Marnas, Gaza’s tutelary deity.


A second inscription from Portus confirms the god’s identity. It is inscribed on a column of gray granite and says that Tiberius Claudius Papirius acting as the temple keeper had erected the monument from his own money. The dedicant was almost certainly the same religious official as the one honoring Gordian, and we can thus safely ascribe the artifact to the mid-third century CE. Carved above the inscription in Greek is the Aramaic mem, the initial letter of the name Marnas, frequently attested also on Gazan coin legends as a shorthand for the god.52 A third Greek inscription contains Marnas’ full name, but its use as evidence for the establishment of his cult at Portus is more problematic.53 The stone on which it was inscribed is lost, and the renaissance-era transcription of the text is mostly unintelligible, having apparently been badly copied. Although an Italian provenance of the artifact seems certain, no information on its find location is listed. Nevertheless, as the Marnas cult is not recorded anywhere else in Italy, the third inscription as well likely refers to the god’s worship at Portus.

The Marnas cult was strongly associated with the city of Gaza, as shown by an abundance of visual and textual sources. But although the evidence on Marnas is rich it unfortunately gives us little information on his origin and nature. The picture that emerges from the literary texts is that of a sky god who also performed oracles. Ancient authors equate him with Cretan Zeus, but that tradition seems to be Hellenistic in date. His name could possibly, though not unproblematically, be traced to an Aramaic phrase meaning “Our Lord.”54 If that reading is correct it would suggest that he had a Semitic origin. All the same, his surviving iconography is Greek in style. Depictions of him appear on various Gazan coin types, which, however, are not consistent in their portrayal of him. Some depict Marnas as a naked, bearded, Zeus-like figure either seated on a throne or standing and holding a lightning bolt. Others show him as a slender youth holding a bow in the manner of Apollo, standing in a pedimented temple and facing a female deity, perhaps a version of Artemis (fig. 5.1).55 But although his visual representation varied, his depiction on coins shows that the citizens of Gaza considered him to be emblematic of their city.

Because of the centrality of Marnas to a Gazan civic identity, members of Gaza’s trade diaspora could establish a connection to their homeland and engage in “boundary maintenance” through adherence to his cult. At Portus they did so by dedicating a sanctuary to him, while an official of their temple set up public inscriptions in Greek, the language of the East Mediterranean. Both acts established them as a distinct group, separate both from their Italian host community and other diaspora groups. The mention in one of the inscriptions of costs incurred for a Marnas monument hints at another social benefit that his cult provided Gaza’s diaspora: the opportunity for intragroup honest signaling. Devotion could take the form of publicly observable, costly upfront investments, which helped promote economic trust based on effective private order. Finally the Gazans at Portus engaged in intercommunity signaling. They honored the emperor in a religious vow that invoked their signature deity, thereby inserting their cult into an imperial ideology. In short, they engaged in activities that are familiar to us from other diasporas active in the Roman era. Their behavior resembles, for instance, that of the Tyrians settled in Puteoli, themselves typical of foreign groups there (see chapter 2).
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Fig. 5.1. Bronze coin from Gaza, 132–33 CE, showing Marnas (right). American Numismatic Society, no. 2012.71.163.


The Destruction of the Gazan Marneion

The level of reverence for Marnas at Gaza and his high visibility on the city’s coinage perhaps explain why he appears in Christian literature as a god whose downfall was devoutly to be wished. Ill will toward him is evident, for instance, in the works of Jerome, a prolific Christian author and scholar. In several stories from his Life of St. Hilarion, written around 390 CE, the Marnas cult is condemned as idolatry, while its Gazan adherents are denounced as enemies of God (Vita Hilar. 14, 20). Jerome displayed hostility toward the Marnas cult also in a letter from 403 CE addressed to Laeta, the daughter-inlaw of his spiritual pupil Paula.56 He assured Laeta that Christianity was on the ascent in public life, reminding her that “the army standards bear the emblem of the cross.” Alluding to the recent destruction of the Alexandrian Serapeum by Roman troops he continued, “Today even the Egyptian Serapis has become a Christian; Marnas mourns in his prison at Gaza, and fears continuously that his temple will be overthrown” (Ep. 107.2).57

Violent destruction by military means was indeed to be the fate of the Marnas temple. We happen to have a particularly detailed and vivid description of that event, written purportedly by an eyewitness calling himself Mark the Deacon. His account of the temple’s razing is included in his hagiography of Porphyry, an early fifth-century saint from Thessalonica. In Mark’s telling, Porphyry, soon after his appointment as bishop of Gaza in 395 CE, saw himself confronted by a large crowd of angry Marnas faithful. They blamed a drought afflicting the area on the bishop’s arrival, claiming it had been prophesied as bad luck by Marnas, Lord of the Rains. Offering numerous sacrifices, they begged their ancestral deity to help them in their misfortune, but to no avail. Porphyry and his flock then produced a multiday downpour through prayer, hymn-singing and other acts of Christian devotion, winning several converts in the process (Vita Porph. 19–21). After that episode Porphyry pondered what was to be done about the rampant idol worship in his diocese. He decided to petition the emperor Arcadius in Constantinople, requesting that Gaza’s pagan temples be destroyed, including the oracle-giving Marneion (Vita Porph. 26).

His petition first reached the empress Eudoxia who, being “ardent in the faith,” was receptive to it and passed it on to her husband. But Arcadius was hesitant to grant the request, worrying that it might imperil a source of state revenue:

The emperor was displeased upon hearing this, saying: “I know that that city (i.e., Gaza) is prone to idolatry, but it is willing to pay its dues in public taxes, bringing in substantial amounts. Therefore, if we suddenly instill fear in them, they will take to flight and we will lose this great amount of tax income.” (Vita Porph. 39–41)58


Undeterred, the empress told the bishop’s delegation that she would not let them depart before they had accomplished their mission. She kept her word, organizing some stagecraft during the baptism ceremony of her newborn son, Theodosius II, heir to the throne. Through a trick she made it seem as if the baby Theodosius approved the petition, thus securing the still reluctant backing of Arcadius. The emperor wrote a letter ordering the destruction of Gaza’s temples and sent a military detachment to help Porphyry’s men execute that decree (Vita Porph. 42, 46–50). Jubilantly, the party returned to Gaza, publicly announced the emperor’s decision and proceeded to raze seven pagan sanctuaries. Finally they turned to the Marneion, having left it until last because the temple’s priests had barricaded it from the inside. The priests had fled through secret passageways, getting themselves to safety. But their barricades would not save the building:

So having brought the raw pitch, and the sulfur, and the pork fat, and having mixed the three, they applied this to the inner doors, and after a prayer, set fire to them. Immediately the whole temple caught fire and burned. All those among the soldiers and the strangers who were able, wrested from the flames what they could find, either gold, or silver, or iron, or lead. (Vita Porph. 69)59

On the site of the Marneion, Porphyry built a church, the empress Eudoxia personally having provided him with a floor plan, funding and columns of expensive green marble (Vita Porph. 75, 84). Criticized by some of his flock for the outsize scale of the building, the bishop assured them that the Lord Jesus would multiply the Christian faithful at Gaza to the point where the congregation would outgrow the church (Vita Porph. 93).

This is an engaging story. But how much of it is true? Unlike many other saints who are more or less certain to have been historical figures, Porphyry is not mentioned by any other author, nor is he attested in inscriptions. Archaeology has so far also not produced evidence for the grand church he is supposed to have built. Textual problems and stereotypical accounts of conversions add to the suspicion of a largely invented narrative. Nevertheless, in Claudia Rapp’s assessment, the “text abounds with such convincing historical detail and shows such an intimate knowledge of the region of Gaza in late Antiquity, that at the very least the general storyline merits our confidence.”60 What we can safely say is that Mark’s account of events reflects the early-fifth-century historical setting. MacMullen, much more skeptical about the Life, concludes: “Intrigues and the pulling of the right strings in the capital … until at last a letter is obtained from the emperor himself to be read aloud to the populace of Gaza by a commander at the head of his troops—all this may be pure invention. But it fits the times.”61

Whatever we may think of Porphyry as a historical figure, the destruction of the Marnas temple and its replacement by a church in the early years of the fifth century are known historical facts. In 403 CE the Marneion must still have been standing, as Jerome in his letter to Laeta spoke of its overthrow as an event yet to occur. But by 408–10 CE, the building had definitely been torn down. In those years Jerome wrote a commentary on the prophecies of Isaiah in which he noted with obvious satisfaction that “by the destruction of idol-worship the gospel is built up. We see it fulfilled in our day. The Serapeum in Alexandria and the temple of Marnas in Gaza have become churches of the Lord” (Comm.Isa. 7.3 on Isa. 17:1–3).62

Jerome was primarily interested in spiritual affairs and unfortunately did not comment on how the torching of the Marneion affected Gaza’s society and economy. But although he stayed silent on the matter, it is hard to see how the incident could have been anything other than a major blow to the city. Gaza was doubtless not majority Christian in the early fifth century. For one thing, Mark the Deacon presents the Christian population there as tiny. He writes that halfway through Porphyry’s episcopate the bishop had enlarged his flock from 280 to 847 souls, an impressive threefold increase. All the same, assuming that Gaza had about 20,000 inhabitants at the time, the Christian community was still only about 4 percent of the population.63 Mark’s numbers are without much doubt spurious. But as it fit his hagiographic purposes to present his saint Porphyry as a particularly successful proselytizer, they are all the more telling in their modesty.

Given the continued centrality of Marnas in the religious life of Gaza into the fifth century, we can imagine Gazan overseas traders around 400 CE still adhering to his cult. Of course if they did they had to have been keeping their heads down already for a considerable while. The razing of the Marneion would in that case surely have spelled the end for even such muted worship. Members of Gaza’s diaspora would have been in effect deprived of a cultural marker, making the necessary boundary between them and their hosts harder to maintain. Equally if not more important, they had been deprived of a way to maintain cohesion and solidarity within their community. A way of “honest signaling” and promoting economic trust through costly behavioral patterns had been lost, and intragroup cooperation had become harder as a result.


The Marneion’s destruction also negatively affected signaling in intercommunity trade. If we give credence to Mark the Deacon, the violence had occurred on direct order of Arcadius himself. True or not, one thing is certain. The ideological winds had shifted dramatically from the ones prevailing in the third century, when a Gazan community at Portus could legitimately honor the emperor by invoking an oracular pronouncement of its signature deity. To be sure, public expressions of religious attachment to the ruler did not cease after Constantine. But Christians appropriated the practice, importing into it the concept of sainthood and rendering it incompatible with pagan elements such as sacrifice and oracles.64

If the Marnas faithful ever needed a reminder that their cult had become incompatible with the new imperial ideology, the razing of the Marneion certainly provided one. It showed them that the state had gone from being mistrustful of their cult to being openly hostile to it. Gazans operating overseas could no longer slot their ancestral faith into the state’s ideological framework. They thereby lost not only a device to foster intragroup but also intergroup bonds of economic trust. As a consequence it would have decreased the willingness of both Gazan merchants and their trading partners as members of “trust networks” to set their “valued, consequential, long-term resources and enterprises at risk to the malfeasance, mistakes, or failures of others.”65

It is, of course, possible that some Gazan merchants had converted to Christianity before the Marneion was burned down, which would have at least mitigated those problems. Passages from Sozomen (HE 2.5) and Eusebius (Vita Const. 4.38) suggest that such might indeed have been the case. Both authors claim that the inhabitants of Maiumas, Gaza’s harbor district, had turned to Christianity sometime during the reign of Constantine, for which their coastal settlement received independent city status as a reward. Maiumas would retain that status until the 360s CE, when it was made part of Gaza again by Julian (Soz. HE 5.3).66 A passage in Mark’s Life as well hints at a religious split between Gaza and its seaport (Vita Porph. 58). It says that Porphyry’s delegation on returning victoriously from the court at Constantinople was met by the Christians of Maiumas, joined by some coreligionists from Gaza. But the group from the seaside was the larger one, having banded together with a number of wine merchants from Egypt. This passage seems to suggest that Christians in general were to be found predominantly in Gaza’s harbor area, the native faithful there perhaps being wine dealers like their Egyptian brethren.


But if that was the case, the situation looked only marginally better. Christian merchants from Gaza, whether operating domestically or overseas, would have been at odds with what around 400 CE was still the dominant religious culture of their hometown. If Gaza’s mercantile community had converted ahead of the city, cheering on the destruction of places of worship dear to their fellow citizens, it would have increased preexisting animosity, rancor and resentment. Sozomen’s mention (HE 5.9) of vengeful brutality in the 360s CE shows that religious hostility had been festering at Gaza for at least a generation.67 The early-fifth-century violence can only have inflamed it further, tearing at the city’s social fabric.

Gaza’s pagans might have been forcefully barred from openly expressing their religious sentiments, but that seems unlikely to have turned them into enthusiastic Christians. A detail provided by Mark the Deacon indeed suggests that changes in their religious beliefs were slow to develop. He writes that Porphyry ordered the floor panels from the Marneion’s inner sanctum to be used in a public street, “so that they would be trampled upon not only by men, but also by women, dogs, pigs, and beasts.” Horrified, the people of Gaza continued to avoid stepping on the panels “to the present day” (Vita Porph. 76).68 Memory of the Marneion lived on, as did reverence for its spiritual power. The conversion of Gaza’s population beyond a begrudging acceptance of the new status quo will have required time, quite likely spanning generations. It might moreover have required the ongoing threat of military violence. Mark the Deacon reports that the soldiers sent by the emperor to enforce his decree were left behind after the pagan temples had been leveled, “for the sake of good order in the city” (Vita Porph. 77).69

None of this can have been conducive to creating stable trading conditions, and least of all can it have helped to foster the ties of economic trust on which Gazan commerce depended. The emperor Arcadius may in reality have expressed concern that destroying Gaza’s temples would imperil a source of imperial tax revenue, or Mark the Deacon may have put those words into his mouth. One way or the other, that negative economic consequences would follow was entirely predictable.

Alexandria and the Serapis Cult

Founded by Alexander in 331 BCE, the city of Alexandria is considerably younger than Gaza, although as a place of human habitation it might be just as old. Literary sources say that the site where the city would rise was known as Rhakotis, a name likely deriving from an Egyptian phrase meaning “mouth of the walls.” If so, it might have been a fortified place, perhaps a pharaonic military post.70 Archaeological evidence from underwater excavations as well suggests that it was originally a dynastic settlement. No surviving source tells us why Alexander chose the site of Rhakotis for his Egyptian namesake city. But if we cannot be certain about his motives, we can reasonably guess that the natural advantages of the location factored into his decision.71 The site was close to the Canopic branch of the Nile, providing riverine access to the Egyptian interior. Equally important, at this western-most point on the Delta, the prevailing eastward sea currents prevented the harbor from silting up by washing away the soil that the Nile continuously deposited into the Mediterranean.

It is unknown whether Alexander intended his new settlement to be primarily a military port serving his ongoing campaigns of conquest or whether he also had commercial designs for it. Regardless, in the Hellenistic era Alexandria would quickly grow into a harbor metropolis with a Mediterranean-wide mercantile significance. It exported grain from the Egyptian hinterland as well as manufactured goods including papyrus, glass and textiles. Furthermore, in a way not unlike Gaza, it served as a transit point for high-value goods from Arabia and India. Shipments from the east traveled from the Red Sea harbors of Berenice and Myos Hormos through the Eastern Desert to Coptos on the Nile, and from there downstream to Alexandria.72

Early in the Roman imperial period the city became of key economic and sociopolitical importance as the home base of the fleet that provided Rome with public grain. That importance remained unchanged until 617 CE, and Alexandrian tax grain continued to be shipped throughout Roman history. What did change was the destination of the grain. Starting around 324 CE, the emperors incrementally redirected the Alexandrian grain fleet to the new imperial center of Constantinople, which enjoyed the same privileges of state-subsidized food distributions as Rome.73 The volume of public grain shipments remained impressive into late antiquity. Constantinople would still receive some 160,000 metric tons of state grain annually during the reign of the emperor Justinian (527–65 CE).74

But Alexandria’s position as a key Roman shipping hub went well beyond the imperial grain supply. Its commercial activity under the emperors was as broad and diverse as it had been under the Ptolemies. In the late first century CE the Greek orator Dio Chrysostom, in a speech delivered at Alexandria, described the mercantile dominance of the city in a flattering passage:

Not only have you a monopoly of the shipping of the entire Mediterranean by reason of the beauty of your harbors, the magnitude of your fleet, and the abundance and the marketing of the products of every land, but also the outer waters that lie beyond are in your grasp, both the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. … The result is that the trade, not merely of islands, ports, a few straits and isthmuses, but of practically the whole world is yours. For Alexandria is situated, as it were, at the crossroads of the whole world, of even the most remote nations thereof, as if it were a market serving a single city, a market which brings together into one place all manner of men (32.36).75

Documentary texts bearing out this literary account are unfortunately rare. The humidity of the Nile Delta is destructive to organic material, including papyrus, and the resulting disappearance of texts from the site has led Alexandria to be underrepresented in the papyrological corpus.76 But where scattered documentary evidence does allow us to catch a glimpse of the city’s long-distance trading activities, the picture conforms to Dio’s description.

One of the most famous texts dates to the mid-second century CE and is commonly known as the Muziris papyrus.77 It documents a loan and transportation agreement for merchandise coming from Muziris on India’s southwest coast to Alexandria, where goods were to clear customs.78 One side of the papyrus records part of an agreement covering transportation while the other lists amounts of nard, ivory and textiles, all typical Indian exports. The total after-tax worth of the shipment was almost seven million sesterces, seven times the minimum property qualification for a Roman senator.

Shipments of such high value were doubtless rare in the overall movement of goods, but they were by no means marginal to the Roman economy nor were the taxes levied on them a minor source of state revenue. We know that a 25 percent tax applied to imports going into the empire on the eastern frontier during the second century CE. As Andrew Wilson has pointed out, the tax revenue of only a hundred cargoes similar to the one listed in the Muziris papyrus would have paid for a third of Rome’s estimated annual military budget. The number of sailings was in all probability higher in actuality. Strabo (2.5.12), writing a century before the Muziris papyrus was drafted, discusses the India trade of Alexandrian merchants, mentioning that as many as 120 vessels were traveling between Myos Hormos and India.79

Alexandria housed a large number of gods, as was to be expected given the city’s size and cosmopolitan nature. A fourth-century CE building catalog lists around 2,500 temples, nearly one for every twenty houses.80 But as was the case with Marnas at Gaza, only one god could lay claim to being the urban patron deity: Serapis. His origins are not as nebulous as those of Marnas, but they are not fully known. Serapis is not mentioned by any Greek author of the classical period, nor does he figure in ancient mythology. He first appears in scattered fourth-century BCE sources, suddenly to become prominent in those from the third. His spiritual sphere of influence seems to have been wide ranging. He was associated with the underworld and the realm of the dead. But his iconography typically depicts him wearing a grain or fruit basket head-dress (fig. 5.2), and he is frequently portrayed with a cornucopia, both indicators that he was also a god of abundance and fertility. To his followers he seems furthermore to have been a deeply personal god who answered prayers, appeared in dreams and gave oracles.

His variety of partly contradictory attributes was a puzzle to ancient authors, who give a confused account of his powers and origin. A passage by the second-century CE Christian writer Clement of Alexandria (Prot. 4.48) says that Serapis was a blend of the traditional Egyptian deities Osiris and Apis, and that his name was a compound: Osirapis. That theory has found support in modern scholarship.81

Serapis was the patron deity not only of the city of Alexandria but also of the Ptolemaic kings, who adopted him as a representation of royal rule.82 Because the dynasty associated itself with the god, signs of piety could be used to curry royal favor, as can be seen in a document dating to 257 BCE from the Zenon archive (see chapter 3). It contains a letter by a certain Zoilos of Aspendus to the Ptolemaic finance minister Apollonios. Zoilos wrote that he had received dreams in which Serapis instructed him to build a Serapeum. With his letter he attempted to persuade the finance minister to establish and fund the temple, concluding “it would be good for you to heed the god’s commands so that Serapis will be merciful to you and greatly enhance your status with the king.”83



[image: image]

Fig.5.2. Bust of Serapis, Greco-Roman Museum, Alexandria. Judith McKenzie/Manar al-Athar. See Alexandria—Serapeum—Sculpture.


Because of Serapis’ symbolic importance to the ruling monarchy, resources were lavished on his central Alexandrian sanctuary, which was a magnificent structure already in the third century BCE. In contrast to the Marneion at Gaza, which has not been discovered so far, archaeological remains of the Serapeum at Alexandria are visible and accessible today. Analyses of the standing architecture together with extensive excavations have shown that its first building phase dates back at least to the reign of Ptolemy III Euergetes (246– 222 BCE).84 This large temple complex burned down sometime in 181 CE and was then rebuilt on an even grander scale.85 Figure 5.3 shows the appearance of the new structure, giving an idea of its vast dimensions.
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Fig. 5.3. Alexandria: Serapeum, axonometric reconstruction of Roman phase. Image courtesy of Judith McKenzie.


In this second, Roman phase the Serapeum consisted of a raised platform surrounded by a colonnaded enclosure that measured over 200 meters in length and over 100 meters in width. A monumental staircase gave access to the inner courtyard from the east. Visitors would first pass a square pool beyond which stood the central temple of Serapis, offset to the north from the platform’s east-west axis. Opposite the monumental entrance, a T-shaped building surrounded the access to a stairwell leading down to a system of underground passageways, some 156 meters in total length. Across from the Serapis temple rose a square structure of unknown purpose. For the latter two buildings, insufficient evidence survives to say what they might have looked like.86

The scale and splendor of the temple complex reflect the significance of the Serapis cult for Alexandria’s civic identity. Both literary texts and documentary sources provide examples of that significance. Dio Chrysostom, in the speech already cited, showed himself to be aware of Serapis’ centrality to the religious experience of his audience: “Here in Alexandria the deity is most in honor, and to you especially does he display his power through almost daily oracles and dreams” (32.12).87 Papyrological evidence dating from the first to the third centuries CE underscores the preeminence of the Serapis cult in the religious landscape of Alexandria. Letters sent from the city and found in the Egyptian countryside almost invariably open with the stock phrase “I make supplication for you every day before the lord Serapis.”88

Although the god was strongly associated with Alexandria, his cult spread more widely in the Hellenistic and Roman era, gaining non-Egyptian adherents in the Mediterranean and beyond.89 This geographical diffusion seems to have been the result of an increasing commercial connectivity. The cult can be found moving along the maritime nodes of the Mediterranean and the artery roads of Italy.90 The initial impetus seems to have been provided by Egyptians carrying the cult with them overseas to places frequented by traders. On the Greek island of Delos, for instance—in the second century BCE a commercial hub and tax-free emporium (see chapter 2)—no fewer than three Serapea were built. The largest and most richly adorned of those was public in nature.91 The significance of this temple to the larger Delian community is evident from the dedications made there by non-Egyptians, Italian traders prominently among them.92

It might have been Italians active on Delos who introduced the Serapis cult to Puteoli, where a Serapeum existed already in the late second century BCE.93 However, as Puteoli at the time served as Rome’s principal harbor, it seems perhaps more likely that Alexandrian residents were responsible for the cult’s establishment. We have no direct evidence for such residents, but the label of a “lesser Delos,” applied to Puteoli by the second-century BCE poet Lucilius (Paul. Festi 88.4), would make little sense if foreign groups had not settled there.

Irrespective of who took the initiative to erect the Serapeum at Puteoli, it was still a thriving cult center in the third century CE. A Latin inscription records how a certain Sextus Pompeius Primitivus and Marcus Virius Fructus had enlarged and beautified the temple in honor of the god.94 The dedicants were almost certainly not Egyptians, as suggested by their names and their choice for an inscription in Latin. But it seems more than likely that Alexandrians also were venerators at the Serapeum. Ties between Italy and Alexandria strengthened considerably after 30 BCE, when Egypt became a Roman province and Alexandrian grain ships started arriving regularly in Puteoli.95 Such strengthening ties might explain two Puteolan archaeological finds bearing inscriptions in Greek: a red glass amulet reading “great is the name of Serapis,” and an oil lamp in the shape of a ship depicting Serapis and Isis and stamped with the word euploia, meaning “good sailing.” The bottom of the lamp is also inscribed, displaying the words “take me Helio-Serapis.” Probably Helio-Serapis was the name of the ship on which the lamp once traveled, meaning that the vessel had been put under the protection of Serapis, who on the lamp’s decorated side is portrayed holding a rudder.96 The artifact points to an important reason why the god was at home in a large harbor such as Puteoli. One of his spiritual attributes was that of patron of navigation and protector of seafarers.

The inscription set up by Primitivus and Fructus at the Puteolan Serapeum provides another indication of why the Serapis cult had power and appeal. It records that the dedicants had made a vow for the health of the emperor, probably Caracalla, who reigned from 198 CE to 217 CE. As the Ptolemies had done before them, Roman emperors incorporated Serapis into a public ideology. Caracalla had a Serapeum constructed in Rome, and may have been the initiator of an annual Serapis festival there, listed in a mid-fourth-century CE religious calendar.97 An inscription from the city commemorates a prayer to Serapis for Caracalla’s well-being made by a temple worker, presumably attached to the emperor’s new building.98 Caracalla moreover displayed an image of Serapis on his coinage, showing that he expressly intended to be associated with the god. He was by no means unique in that respect. Serapis appears also on issues minted by Domitian, Hadrian, Commodus, Gordian III, Gallienus and Claudius Gothicus, as well as on a series of votive coins struck during the reign of Diocletian. The monumental arch of Diocletian’s fellow tetrarch Galerius, constructed at Thessalonica in 303 CE, depicts the god in one of its sculptural reliefs.99

The situation in Ostia looked a little different from the one in Puteoli. The city had two Serapea that apparently were frequented by discrete groups of worshippers. First, there was one in the city proper. The town’s records show that it had been consecrated on Hadrian’s birthday, a choice of date pointing to the imperial-ideology aspect of the Serapis cult.100 Both archaeological and epigraphic data inform us about the temple. Its associated inscriptions are mostly in Latin, implying a local following that might have been quite sizeable.101 Serapis imagery seems to have been put up in public spaces in Ostia to be venerated by passersby, suggesting that the god had widespread appeal.

Minucius Felix provides that information in the Octavius, a fictional story set in Ostia and written in the first decades of the third century CE.102 Its protagonists set out on an early morning saunter to discuss philosophical matters. As they went, one of them “noticed a statue of Serapis, and following the custom of the superstitious masses, he moved his hand to his lips and formed a kiss” (2.4).103 Such popular veneration should come as no surprise given Ostia’s nature as a major harbor. As in Puteoli, Serapis and other Egyptian gods were held in esteem in the city as the guardian spirits of sailors, shown by an Ostian oil lamp in the shape of a ship displaying Serapis together with Isis and Harpocrates.104

But if Ostians generally venerated Serapis, we know from a number of mostly third-century CE inscriptions that Alexandrians maintained their separate sanctuary to him in the harbor district of Portus. All inscriptions from that location are in Greek, an indication of the East-Mediterranean origin of the religious community.105 Moreover, some of the people making dedications there were demonstrably either natives of Alexandria or involved in the city’s economic activities. A father and son, members of the Alexandrian city council, dedicated a statue of an ancestor to Serapis, ca. 200 CE. We further hear of an administrator of the grain fleet who was also a Serapeum official at Portus and who in 201 CE made a vow there for the safe return from Egypt of the emperor Septimius Severus and his family. The youngest inscription, also made by an official of the Serapis temple, dates to the reign of Severus Alexander (222–35 CE) and contains a wish of well-being for the emperor and his mother Julia Mamaea.106 The last two inscriptions once again indicate the imperial-ideology significance of the cult.

Other evidence for Serapis worship at Ostia consists of a statue of the god unearthed near what archaeologists usually refer to as the “square of the corporations,” a building where foreign trading groups met and did business.107 The colonnaded structure has mosaic floors marking the rooms for each group, and one such room was assigned to Alexandrians. In all probability the Serapis statue found close by served their association. If that hypothesis is correct it would be another confirmation that Alexandrians overseas continued to claim Serapis as their identifying god, although his cult attracted considerable numbers of non-Egyptian adherents. The temple at Portus is an indication of that symbolic appropriation, as is a story in the Acts of the Alex-andrians, a collection of partly fictionalized writings on city politics preserved on papyrus. The Acts contain an account of how a diplomatic delegation from Alexandria arrived at the imperial court of Trajan carrying a bust of Serapis as their civic identifier.108

Outside observers, as well, associated the god with Alexandria; an example is Libanius, a teacher of rhetoric from Antioch who ca. 386 CE spoke of the “mighty city of Serapis, with its fleet of ships whereby it makes the produce of Egypt common to all mankind” (Or. 30.35). The same oration also contains what seems like an eerie foreshadowing of what was to happen to the Alexandrian Serapeum within a few years. Libanius mentions a recently destroyed temple in a city “on our frontier with Persia” (perhaps Edessa), comparing its splendor to that of the Serapeum, “which I pray may never suffer the same fate” (30.44).109 It is hard to judge from this single aside whether Libanius sensed that something was in the air in Alexandria. But if he did, he was right.

The Destruction of the Alexandrian Serapeum

At the end of the fourth century CE Alexandria had a long and ignominious history of undignified scuffles and street fighting. A notorious instance had occurred in 38–41 CE. Tensions between city Jews and Greeks had devolved into violent conflict, which the emperor Claudius attempted to put to a halt. In an open letter to the Alexandrian citizenry, he darkly warned that the patience of even a man of his benevolent disposition had its limits.110 Much later the fourth-century historian Ammianus Marcellinus would still allude to the unruly nature of the urban populace, characterizing Alexandria as “a city which on its own impulse, and without ground, is frequently roused to rebellion and rioting” (22.11.4).111 Yet the violence that would lead to the military destruction of the Serapeum signified something altogether different and more profound, reflective as it was of tectonic, empire-wide religious shifts.

The assault on the temple is much better documented than the one on the Marneion at Gaza. We possess no fewer than five ancient accounts of the incident (Eunap. VS 472; Rufin. HE 11.22–23; Socr. HE 5.16–17; Soz. HE 7.15.2– 10; Theod. HE 5.22). In addition, we can study the archaeology from the site, which can usefully be compared to what the literary sources are saying. But the relative abundance of evidence notwithstanding, much about how events unfolded remains obscure, down to the date and even year, which might have been 391 but also 392 CE.112 More problematic is the fact that the surviving literary accounts present cause and effect in different ways. To reconstruct what happened, scholarship has generally favored taking the description by the church historian and theologian Rufinus of Aquileia as the lead narrative.113 His account is the fullest and is also close to the event in time, published in 402 or 403 CE. The description by Eunapius is a few years older still, dating to 399 CE, but it is short, while the other three versions were written about half a century after the incident.

The history of the Serapeum’s ruin ca. 391 CE had a prelude dating back some three decades. At that time the temple had been invaded and stripped of its statuary by the Alexandrian bishop George with the help of the Egyptian military prefect and his troops.114 A response to the bishop’s violation had not been long in the waiting. Incensed by the attack, the Alexandrian populace “grinding their teeth and uttering fearful outcries” had seized and lynched George at the first opportunity (Amm. Marc. 22.11.8).115 Serapis was a god dear to the emperor Julian, who almost certainly had the cult artifacts restored. Still, he reportedly was willing to inflict the death penalty on the bishop’s lynchers, only to be held back by his confidants (Amm. Marc. 22.11.11). In the end all he did was send an open letter to the people of Alexandria reproving them for taking matters into their own hands. “The proper course was for you to reserve for me the decision concerning the offenders,” he tut-tutted (Ep. 21.378D). His pagan sympathies played a key role in his decision to show leniency, as he himself admitted: “It is a fortunate thing for you, men of Alexandria, that this transgression of yours occurred in my reign, since by reason of my reverence for the god (i.e., Serapis) … I preserve for you the affection of a brother” (Ep. 21.380B).116 Thus the murder of George had gone unpunished.

The Arian bishop had been a divisive figure within the Christian community. Ammianus Marcellinus (22.11.10) claims that the Christians did not come to his aid when he was being lynched, although they might have saved him. Nevertheless, the incident and its aftermath provoked antagonistic sentiments, which were stirred up again by the actions of another Alexandrian bishop, Theophilus (384–412 CE). The way Rufinus tells it, Theophilus had requested permission from the emperor Theodosius I to turn a neglected and derelict public building into a church. He received it and began construction. His workmen then hit upon an underground pagan sanctuary, perhaps abandoned like the building above it, although Rufinus does not say. He also does not give details on the nature of the temple, but in all probability it was devoted to Mithraism, a mystery cult characterized by its subterranean meeting places. Socrates (HE 5.16), in his alternative account, does indeed report that the bishop had been rummaging through a Mithraeum. In any event, the pagan community could not abide the discovery:

The pagans therefore, when they saw the dens of their iniquity and caverns of sin being uncovered, could not bear to have exposed this evil which long ages had covered and darkness had concealed, but began all of them, as though they had drunk the serpents’ cup, to behave violently and to give vent to their fury in public. Nor was it just their usual noisy demonstrations; they used weapons, battling up and down the streets. (Rufin. HE 11.22)117

The reaction seems excessive for a mere chance discovery of a single and possibly decommissioned temple to Mithras. Rufinus here probably glossed over a provocation by the bishop, which is preserved in the versions of Socrates and Sozomen. Both those authors say that Theophilus had the cult objects from the pillaged temple paraded around for public ridicule.118


Riots ensued, leading to injury and even death. In the end the pagans barricaded themselves into the Serapeum, allegedly taking with them Christian hostages whom they ordered to offer sacrifice, torturing those who refused. On the face of it their retreat to the Serapeum makes little sense. After all, not Serapis but Mithras had been insulted. Moreover, not all pagan Alexandrians will have been initiated into the Mithraic mysteries, so the feelings of many will have been hurt only vicariously. To understand why events took this turn we should take into consideration that, as described above, to non-Christians Serapis was the religious symbol of the city. His centrality to a pagan civic identity meant that non-Christian Alexandrians of all stripes could rally around him. In addition, given the earlier episcopal attack on the Serapeum, and the unavenged but doubtless unforgotten assassination of George, the pagan citizenry had good reason to be fearful for the integrity of their iconic sanctuary.

A standoff followed during which the urban authorities repeatedly warned the pagan rebels fortified within the Serapeum that government action might be taken against them. However, they stopped short of ordering the temple to be stormed because it had meanwhile been turned into a formidable stronghold. Instead, they petitioned the emperor for help. Theodosius wrote back that the Christians killed were to be regarded as martyrs and that their deaths should go unavenged. But, Rufinus says, he did proclaim that “the cause of the evils and the roots of the discord … should be eliminated, so that once these were done away with, the reason for the conflict might also disappear” (HE 11.22).119 The proclamation was read aloud at the temple, leading resistance to melt away.

With the Serapeum condemned by government decree, the end was as swift as it was predictable. A military detachment marched onto the temple grounds and smashed the enormous cult statue of Serapis. His limbs were dragged off with ropes to all corners of the city, where they were burned. His torso was carted off to the amphitheater where it, too, was torched, presumably as a public spectacle (Rufin. HE 11.23). As for the temple buildings, Rufinus reports that “on the site of Serapis’ tomb the unholy sanctuaries were leveled, and on the one side there rose a martyr’s shrine, on the other a church” (HE 11.27).120 His contemporary, the non-Christian author Eunapius, whose sympathies clearly lay with the other side, also says that the temple buildings were demolished by the soldiers. He bitterly mocks them for making war on stones: “They won a victory without meeting a foe or fighting a battle” (VS 472).121


According to Socrates (HE 5.16), the bishop Theophilus continued to level temples in the aftermath of the confrontation, helped in his exertions by the governor of Alexandria and the commander-in-chief of the troops in Egypt. Rufinus adds that

another thing was done in Alexandria: the busts of Serapis, which had been in every house in the walls, the entrances, the doorposts, and even the windows, were so cut and filed away that not even a trace or mention of him … remained anywhere. In their place everyone painted the sign of the Lord’s cross on doorposts, entrances, windows, walls, and columns. (HE 11.29)122

Meanwhile, many pagan citizens, including members of Alexandria’s intelligentsia, decided to flee the city. In a rare personal note Socrates (HE 5.16) remarks that two of the refugees had been his teachers at Constantinople. One of them, Helladius, was wont to boast in confined circles that he had killed nine men during the conflict. Socrates does not say so, but one imagines that he wrote his account of events in large part based on what he had heard from his mentors.

Serapis’ large temple statue has disappeared without a trace, but the physical remains of the Serapeum site allow us to study what happened to the temple buildings. The archaeology does not show evidence of church construction on the platform itself. That finding accords with the accounts of all but one of the ancient authors (the exception is Sozomen), who indeed do not claim that any of the buildings were converted into places of Christian worship. The archaeology also confirms Rufinus’ statement that a church was constructed beside the Serapeum. To the west of the platform, archaeological explorations have found a late-antique foundation wall and traces of a mosaic floor, interpreted as the remains of a church. Other Christian archaeological finds from that area include baptismal fonts and cisterns with inscribed crosses.123

As for the fate of the Serapeum complex, if the ancient authors are correct in claiming that its buildings were destroyed, they must have meant the central sanctuary, and possibly the square structure directly opposite and the T-shaped stairwell enclosure (fig. 5.3). But they cannot have been referring to the large colonnade, which several Arabic sources describe as a marvel to behold. By the tenth century it had lost its roof and may well have sustained other damage. But it remained a recognizable feature of the urban landscape until at least the twelfth century, giving the site its Arabic name of ṣawārī, or “columns.”124


The importance of Alexandria for the economy of not just Egypt but the whole Roman empire is beyond discussion, and the question of what the impact of the religious clash might have been is not a trivial one. Broadly speaking, it is hard to see how the deadly violence, the destruction of an iconic monument with military force and the flight from the city of citizens on the losing side could have had anything but negative economic effects. But to focus here only on Alexandria’s overseas trade, the destruction of the Serapeum deprived the city’s diaspora of a cultic symbol that had been theirs to claim for centuries. Together with their cult, they had lost an instrument of boundary maintenance, “honest signaling” and economic trust building.125

Of course, here as at Gaza it is possible that by 391 CE some or even all the city’s long-distance traders had converted to Christianity, although we have no way of knowing. But if that was the case, large numbers of citizens in their place of origin evidently had not. As at Gaza, religious tension had been building at Alexandria for decades, as the episode of George’s lynching demonstrates. The eruption of a partisan showdown can only have exacerbated the preexisting enmity and acrimony. Citywide economic trust will have been in short supply, probably generationally. Despite all the brutality that had accompanied the Serapeum’s destruction we know that the pagan population of Alexandria did not resign itself to its fate by turning Christian en bloc. Almost a century after the incident in another explosion of violence, a ransacking Christian mob tore through the city in search of pagan cult objects. It could still collect enough images to keep a bonfire going for a full day, according to a report by Zacharias, the bishop of Mytilene (Vita Sev. 33–48).126

The demolition of the Serapeum by Rome’s legions underscored how dramatically the prevailing imperial ideology had shifted. That was true also at Gaza, but particularly salient at Alexandria. Marnas always remained a Gazan domestic god, but Serapis had been adopted as a symbol of imperial rule first by Ptolemaic kings and then Roman emperors. Until the early fourth century CE, the inhabitants of the Roman empire could turn to Serapis to display their allegiance to the ruler and his governance. Of course, emperors would never hear of most of the Serapis-inspired wishes of well-being they received, but reaching them was not the point of the gestures. The point was for the dedicants to signal to their social environment that they were loyal citizens of the empire and, if they were traders, trustworthy commercial partners. Whether for Alexandrian or other Serapis adherents, such signaling behavior was now no longer possible. Roman imperial ideology had made a complete U-turn on Serapis. The god had gone from a favored emblem of state power to a disgrace to the state’s ideology, ending up on the receiving end of military violence.

The Syrian Temple in Rome

A question only touched on so far is until what date diasporas such as the Gazan and Alexandrian continued to center on their ancestral cults. That question, though not easy to answer, is worth exploring further. Late-antique evidence on the Serapis and Marnas cults is neither particularly revealing nor entirely consistent. In Rome a Serapis festival was still being celebrated in the 350s CE, so the god remained a feature of the public life of the imperial city decades after Constantine.127 But the same may not have been true at nearby Ostia, where a tympanon from the Serapeum bearing the words “to Jupiter Serapis” was found reused in a late-antique floor.128 As for the temple of the Alexandrian overseas community at Portus, lack of archaeological evidence prevents us from knowing what happened to it. But the absence of Serapis inscriptions past the third century not only at Portus but also at Ostia and Puteoli should perhaps be taken as evidence that in all three places the cult was abandoned during the reign of Constantine. There is also no epigraphic evidence for Marnas worship at Portus beyond the reign of Gordian III, seemingly warranting a similar conclusion for his cult.

However, the absence of inscriptions may not be as telling as it appears. We should first of all take into account that by the 250s CE, the practice of setting up inscriptions, religious or otherwise, had all but ceased empire-wide, never to regain its previous intensity thereafter. The third-century crisis best explains the downward turn, although it may also have been due to a changing “epigraphic habit,” to use MacMullen’s celebrated phrase.129 Either way, we simply possess far fewer epigraphic data for late antiquity generally. Conclusions based on the absence of evidence are always risky, but particularly so here. In addition, if Gazan and Alexandrian trade diasporas were still venerating their native deities in the post-Constantinian empire, it was politic for them not to be overt about it. Setting up public inscriptions to pagan gods was ill advised, and we should therefore not necessarily expect to hear about further worship even if it did continue.


If epigraphic data alone are insufficient, archaeological evidence holds great promise. But as the Serapeum and the Marneion at Portus have so far not been discovered, and neither has the Serapeum at Puteoli, we need to look elsewhere for physical evidence of pagan religious activity by overseas communities. As we will see, archaeological data from Rome suggest that some groups continued to celebrate their ancestral rites well into the second half of the fourth century, terminating the practice only when forced to do so.

Late-antique Rome continued to have a highly symbolic status as the old imperial capital, even though the emperors had abandoned the city as a regular place of residence. Far into the fourth century, the traditional state cults were treated with respect. Public temples were restored by city officials, and until 382 CE a number of pagan rites still received public funding.130 The power of a centuries-long tradition was evidently strong, and the city’s religious heritage could not and would not be swept aside from one moment to the next. But for cults of private groups things looked decidedly more precarious. How much so is evident from the fortunes of a temple to Syrian gods on the eastern slope of the Janiculum Hill, a fascinating structure rich in evidence on the transformation of Roman religious life.

Excavations performed in the early twentieth century have shown that the sanctuary went through three building phases (fig. 5.4). The first seems to have consisted of only an enclosure, oriented on the points of the compass. Next to the enclosure was a reservoir interpreted as a pond for sacred fish, reminiscent of the lake mentioned by Lucian in his treatise on the temple at Hierapolis in Syria (De Dea Syria 45–47).131 Little archaeological and no epigraphic evidence remains of this phase, which has tentatively been dated to the mid-first century CE.132 Without any apparent interruption in cultic activity, phase two then turned the sacred space into a more substantial sanctuary, which followed the enclosure’s original layout and maintained the reservoir. It is unclear when this rebuilding event occurred, but for certain it predates 176 CE.133 A third phase dating to the fourth century saw a radical change in the temple’s architecture. An elongated building of an unusual shape replaced the second-phase structure, not respecting its alignment on the compass but turning its orientation southeast by about 20 degrees.134
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Fig. 5.4. Rome: Syrian temple, phase plan. Image courtesy of Edizioni Quasar.



The excavations yielded a number of highly interesting inscriptions. A marble slab, which may have served as a table for offerings, had been engraved with a dedication to Jupiter Heliopolitanus, the great god of Baalbek, who seems to have been the chief deity venerated at the temple during the second phase.135 The epigraphic evidence shows that other divinities receiving worship there at the time included Zeus Keraunios, Jupiter Maleciabrudes and Hadad Libaneotes.136 All those gods are connected by their relationship to Berytus, and Federico De Romanis has therefore suggested that the sanctuary served mainly Berytian traders. In support of that interpretation he points to an inscription by Berytian Heliopolitanus worshippers at Puteoli, and a legal text concerning commercial shipments between Berytus and Italy.137 Although two military officers are found among the Roman devotees, support for De Romanis’ hypothesis is provided by a granite column from Portus, dedicated to Heliopolitanus by one M. Antonius Gaionas for the safety of Marcus Aurelius and Commodus.138 This Gaionas was a prominent member of the religious community that centered on the Janiculum temple. We do not know what his profession might have been, but the fact that he erected a monument at Portus suggests that he had business interests down in the harbors.

Gaionas perhaps served as a priest at the temple, and he certainly acted as a benefactor to the faithful who congregated there. Though in no way belonging to the Roman elite, he seems to have been a man of some means and public standing, both of which he was keen to promote. The Heliopolitanus dedication on the offering table says that he had donated the artifact and dedicated it to the welfare and victory of the emperors. The inscription lists cistiber as one of his titles, which probably referred to a minor office involving responsibilities for nighttime security and fire patrol.139 Gaionas was evidently proud of the position, mentioning it also in three other inscriptions including his epitaph. One of the inscriptions furthermore commemorates that he had been a member of the college of Augustales, public officials responsible for the maintenance of the imperial cult.140 All the by-now-familiar elements of an imperial ideology are at work in these texts: wishes of well-being for the emperors expressed in religious dedications by a man who displayed his connection to the state by repeatedly emphasizing his civic status. Unfortunately we do not possess documentary evidence from Rome like we do for Puteoli, Herculaneum and Pompeii. Nonetheless, it seems a reasonable assumption that if Gaionas was ever asked to act as a witness to a contract he would have occupied one of the top spots in the witness list (see chapter 4).

The second-phase temple that had been standing since at least 176 CE was destroyed by fire, an incident that left burn marks across the area. A coin issued during the reign of Constantius II found at the floor level below the collapsed walls shows that the event occurred sometime after 337 CE.141 The archaeology suggests that the destruction had not been an accident but a deliberate act of violence against the sanctuary. After the conflagration the reservoir was filled in, while the remaining walls were knocked down and surviving cultic objects were buried. Paul Gauckler, the original excavator, interpreted the destruction as the result of imperial legislation, specifically the edict of 356 CE in which the emperor ordered the closure of temples “so as to deny to all abandoned men the opportunity to commit sin” (Cod. Theod. 16.10.4).142 The relationship need not have been so direct, but the razing of the Janiculum temple certainly fits the pattern of assault on pagan sanctuaries during the general timeframe.

The building still must have been in use when it was burned down. Torching and obliterating it would have made little sense if it had stood vacant inoffensively. The absence of any evidence for religious change would lead to the conclusion that a Heliopolitanus community from the general area of Berytus continued to congregate at the sanctuary until it was given over to the flames. Such ongoing adherence until at least the mid-fourth century is made credible by literary sources showing that in Syria the Heliopolitanus cult was practiced far beyond that time. John Malalas (Chron. 13.37) informs us that ca. 379 CE the great Heliopolitanus temple at Baalbek was destroyed by Theodosius I, who consecrated a church on the site. But the cult of Heliopolitanus proved to be tenacious, both at Baalbek and elsewhere in Syria. In 579 CE, Tiberius II initiated a harsh persecution of the god’s adherents, torturing and crucifying the obstinate faithful, according to John of Ephesus (HE 3.3.27).

Despite the gathering winds of religious intolerance, the site on the Janiculum Hill was given renewed religious significance not long after the second-phase temple was destroyed. Cultic rites centered on the enigmatic phase-three sanctuary. Compared to the preceding one, which the archaeological evidence shows to have been richly adorned, this was a rather poorly constructed edifice erected in part with reused building material and apparently in haste.143 But even if it was only a modest building, the religious climate must have changed sufficiently for its donors to risk the expense and effort, pointing perhaps to a construction date in the early 360s CE during the reign of Julian “the Apostate.”144

A key question for our understanding of the site is whether continuity existed in cultic activity from phase two to three, a matter that has elicited considerable debate.145 The changes in architectural orientation and plan of the sanctuary suggest a break with the past, one way or another. In addition, the octagonal room on the new building’s eastern side and its associated finds show that religious activity now included mystery rites, which as far as we know were not previously celebrated at the site. Cultic objects that do not fit the religious practices of the earlier phases, such as a partly gilded statue of Dionysus, also speak against continuity. The most likely hypothesis is that the phase-three building served syncretistic rites centering predominantly on the cult of Osiris.146 What religious community might have congregated at the temple during its final stage remains unclear. However, the building housed two Heliopolitanus dedications salvaged from the phase-two temple, suggesting that Berytians might still have been among the worshippers.147

Either way, the third-phase temple would not be tolerated for long. A few years, or at most decades, after its construction it was violently attacked. Smashed statuary and cultic ornaments were found scattered about the rooms and buried in the soil.148 The year in which religious activity at the Janiculum site was definitively terminated can no longer be established, but may have been 377 or perhaps 391–92 CE following new imperial legislation. This time the temple was not set ablaze. Instead it was made permanently inaccessible and was then left to the elements. Its roof and walls slowly caved in. Un-checked vegetation and soil washing down the slope of the Janiculum Hill eventually withdrew it from view and erased it from memory.

Concluding Remarks

The successful implementation of a compulsory, monotheistic state religion was an impressive sociopolitical accomplishment. It was not the only factor profoundly affecting late-antique Roman society, but it was probably related to others, including the crisis of the third century, which in turn was probably related to environmental change.149 Whether or not we accept that account, it seems clear that the process of forced religious change had a negative impact on the Roman economy. The loss of human life and the destruction of physical capital aside, the growing intolerance toward pagan cults damaged the institutional structure supporting trade. That structure had evolved and persisted for centuries. It had relied on cultic diversity and a complex interplay between private order and public ideology, making it fragile. The equilibrium it had reached was violently shaken under the new Christian regime.

Still, Roman long-distance trade did not grind to a halt in the course of the fourth century CE, and the question of what the newly emerging institutional framework might have looked like thus logically presents itself. The medieval Mediterranean is instructive here, presenting us with a picture that is both recognizable and different. To overcome adverse premodern trading conditions, Mediterranean merchants in the eleventh and twelfth centuries operated through overseas agents selected along religious lines, just as their Roman predecessors had done. Only now, as Shelemo Goitein noted, the main monotheistic religions were at the heart of socioeconomic life.

Because of the general insecurity and the slowness of communications, international trade was largely dependent on personal relationships and mutual confidence. A man shipping goods overseas normally had to wait months before he could know what happened to them. He had to rely on his friends in the country of destination for the proper handling of his affairs. Mostly, although by no means exclusively, friends were chosen from one’s own religious community. … The clubhouse of the Middle Ages where one met one’s peers daily, or, at least, regularly, was the mosque, the church, or the synagogue. … Thus, coreligionists became natural business friends.150

For medieval Christian, Jewish and Muslim traders, their faith was a common point of reference, providing them with a shared set of values that helped them establish economic trust. However, Christianity had a universalistic claim and had no association with any particular city, area or ethnic community. Moreover, in the Roman empire it eventually became the majority religion, probably at some point in the fifth century. Without serious organizational modifications it therefore could not replace pagan cults in support of diaspora trade. As Sosis noted, “It seems likely that when coreligionists constitute a majority, they will require additional identity information to narrow the individual’s affiliation to a specific subpopulation within the majority culture.”151 Geographical origin may still have served as an identity marker, but trade in a specific commodity may also have served that purpose.

A hint that the latter may have been occurring with at least some Roman traders is provided by Mark the Deacon. As discussed above, Mark mentions the presence of Christian wine merchants from Egypt at the Gazan harbor of Maiumas, an area where most of Gaza’s wine dealers were probably also to be found. This remark, if true, might suggest that traders were forming commodity-based Christian networks, which ultimately would have resembled the ones described by Goitein. But if a new equilibrium was eventually found and trade continued, the transition had been violent and slow. It was certainly still incomplete by the start of the fifth century. By that time additional factors were increasingly having a negative impact on the functioning of the Roman empire as a political, military and economic organization, a topic I will leave for the Epilogue.
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Epilogue

The Fall and Fall of the Roman Empire

“Why did the Roman Empire fall?” Thus Willem Jongman opened his Economy and Society of Pompeii, knowing it to be a sure way to fire up the imagination of his readers.1 The question remains a source of undying fascination. But despite decades and even centuries of debate within the scholarly community, the last word on the matter has still not been said. Novel ways of approaching it continue to be proposed. As noted in chapter 5, Kyle Harper has recently made a forceful case for environmental change as the catalyst for Rome’s sociopolitical disintegration. Waves of deadly pathogens and a deteriorating climate joined forces, ultimately to overwhelm the Roman empire.2 Other scholars in similar fashion have turned to ecological factors to explain the empire’s disappearance from the world stage.3 In the previous chapter I cautioned that the human element should not be discounted in all this, but I am convinced that the thrust of the environmental argument is correct.

But regardless of where we think the balance should lie between endogenous and exogenous explanations, given the empire’s agonized and protracted buckling, its “fall” is arguably a misnomer. Governments fall; societies collapse. Speaking of a fall has perhaps become commonplace because it conveys a sense of just desert. Moralizing ways of thinking about Rome’s demise are at least as old as Edward Gibbon’s History (1776–89).4 In addition, much previous scholarship did in fact take the fall of a government as the end of the Roman world: the quiet deposition of the western emperor Romulus Augustulus by the non-Roman warlord Odoacer in the early days of September, 476 CE.


Set in the larger political context, that event does not seem to have been of any great consequence. In the west it indeed did not register as particularly significant. That it has come to be seen as pivotal results from its presentation as such by early-sixth-century authors working in Constantinople. But their “manufacture of a turning point,” in the words of Brian Croke, reflects the self-serving viewpoint from the east, leaving the eastern emperor as the sole remaining legitimate Roman ruler.5 This take on western developments by eastern near-contemporaries may well have provided Justinian with an ideological justification for his invasion of Italy in 535 CE, an event I will come to in a moment.

At any rate, beyond Romulus’ deposition, much history remains that is recognized as Roman today. But if we focus on collapse instead, a temporal marker separating Roman antiquity from the Middle Ages is much harder to find. No matter where we draw the dividing line, the choice will always be somewhat arbitrary. Still, the termination of government-subsidized grain shipments could, with good justification, be taken as the moment when the Roman world ceased to exist. That in any case seems to be Michael McCormick’s view: “In 618, the distribution of public bread ended in Constantinople forever. With it died a political culture founded on ancient ideals; with it too died a substantial part of the maritime culture of the Mediterranean.”6 If a terminus for antiquity had to be chosen, this one seems to me to be entirely defensible.

Of course, the empire had already been on a centuries-long downward glide by the time events arrived at that point. One aspect of that descent has been touched on in the discussion so far but has not been made explicit: the Roman state was weakening. Social order may have been restored after the crisis of the third century, and a monotheistic religion may have been imposed after Constantine, but state power had not reattained previous levels. Most tellingly in this regard, the state was no longer able to hold on to all its territory. The empire that in the second century CE had stretched from the Thames Valley to the Nile Valley and had controlled the Spanish silver mines and the Dacian gold mines split in two and steadily shrank.7

The ability to maintain territorial integrity is a key measure of state strength. As discussed in chapter 1, control over a defined area is an all but universal aspect of how states are conceptualized in the social sciences. Douglass North characterized a state as “an organization with a comparative advantage in violence, extending over a geographic area whose boundaries are determined by its power to tax constituents.”8 That part of his definition seems uncontroversial, even if his resulting conclusions about third-party enforcement should be used advisedly, as explained at length throughout this book. But anyway, North’s definitional emphasis on territory and taxes gives us a useful yardstick by which to measure the success or failure of the Roman state.

By 271 CE, incursions of Gothic and Carpi tribes had forced the emperor Aurelian to abandon the province of Dacia, a conquest made only in 106 CE and celebrated at the time with a magnificent Roman victory monument, the Forum of Trajan.9 Apart from territorial loss, the Roman retreat meant the loss of the gold mines at Alburnus Maior, mentioned in chapter 4, which reduced imperial state revenue, although by how much we do not know. During Aurelian’s reign other signs of trouble were appearing on the empire’s edges. The emperor had to deal with a de facto secession attempt by the Syrian trading city of Palmyra, whose queen Zenobia managed to create a breakaway state and extend its territory as far north as Asia Minor and as far south as Egypt.10 Zenobia would ultimately be defeated, but doing so would take considerable effort. Palmyra lived on in late antiquity, although its character changed. Diocletian stationed a large military force there, incorporating it into the late-Roman defensive system. The city’s greatness as a mercantile center was at any rate behind it by then, and the tax revenue it produced must have diminished appreciably.

Perhaps less consequential than the events in Dacia and Palmyra, but of equal if not greater symbolic significance, in the 270s CE, Rome had to be surrounded by walls again and in haste at that. To reduce cost and speed up construction, the defensive works incorporated many existing buildings, including tombs and sections of an aqueduct. The urgency was due to an imminent threat of attack from roaming bands of Alemanni, who had contrived to breach Roman lines and pour into Italy. The last time city walls had been erected around Rome had been six and a half centuries earlier, and for all imperial history the capital had done without walls.11 The sudden exposure of its vulnerability must have had a profound psychological impact on the urban citizenry. Around 155 CE, Aelius Aristides in the Roman Oration (26.79– 80) had waxed lyrical about how the city did not need defensive structures because it was protected by the imperial frontiers. Appian (praef. 7) around the same time and Herodian (Rom. Hist. 2.11.5) again ca. 240 CE had made similar congratulatory remarks. But the tide had turned. The Aurelian walls would be necessary for the remainder of Roman history. They would be heightened and reinforced first by Maxentius early in the fourth century and then again by Honorius in 401–03 CE.

Other signs of the empire’s growing distress were visible in Egypt. Trade between the east and Alexandria brought in high tax revenue, explaining why the state invested in the infrastructure connecting the Red Sea harbors to the Nile Valley. Public charge of the desert roads included the maintenance of fortified wells and cisterns.12 But in the course of the third century, the imperial authorities encountered mounting problems securing the overland routes, which were made increasingly unsafe by Bedouin raids. In the fourth century it seems the effort was abandoned altogether. Trade continued in the fifth and sixth centuries, but increasing numbers of merchants seem to have preferred struggling upwind through the Red Sea to Aela and Clysma, a less favorable route than the one going through the Eastern Desert and then downstream on the Nile.13

The reign of Diocletian and the organizational reforms he initiated increased the stability of the empire. But chronic problems with migrating and plundering Goths, Alemanni and Vandals continued in the fourth century.14 Despite the walls that had gone up around Rome, the city was sacked and pillaged in 410 CE by the Visigoths under their leader, Alaric. Sixteen years earlier Alaric and his men had fought on the side of the emperor Theodosius against the usurper Eugenius at the Battle of the Frigidus.15 They had received little reward for their contribution, and resentment had turned them into a hostile force. After a multi-year rampage through Greece and the southern Balkans, they had besieged Rome with the aim of reaching a settlement deal. When they failed to get one after protracted negotiations, they sacked the city.16 The event wrought material but most of all ideological damage. The besiegers were Christians, albeit of Arian persuasion. It was bad enough that for the first time in eight centuries Rome had fallen to foreign invaders. But that the now Christian city had been attacked by a Christian force also produced a rhetorical problem for the imperial establishment in its ongoing struggle against pagan traditionalists. Augustine, the bishop of Hippo, attempted to explain away the embarrassment with The City of God, but whether he managed to convince many people with his learned theological exposition may be open to doubt.17

During the first decades of the fifth century, Rome also faced a threat of a less direct but ultimately more serious nature. Bands of Vandals had been on a meandering journey south through the Roman empire, arriving in North Africa from Spain in 429 CE. They were bound by treaty to the Romans, who had granted them African territory in return for military manpower. But in 439 CE the Vandals broke the treaty and attacked Carthage. Western emperors continuously planned to dislodge the invaders but could never gather enough strength to do so. With the provinces of Proconsularis and Byzacena wrested from their control, the African grain ships stopped coming to Rome.

From the early fifth century onward the Alexandrian grain fleet provisioned Constantinople exclusively, and consequently Rome was dependent on its possessions in North Africa for its food distributions. But if any grain still reached the city from Vandal-held territories, it now did so through commercial, not fiscal transactions. Western emperors were seriously squeezed for resources, and whatever purchases they may have made would not have balanced out the loss. The situation became even more dire when in the 460s CE the Vandals took Sardinia, which had been an alternative source of Roman grain supplies. As Rome could not be fed solely from its hinterland, its population size began an inexorable decline.18

Meanwhile the Vandals continued to operate the intact Roman institutional infrastructure they had found in North Africa. Under their king, Geiseric, and his successors, the area did well enough to enrich a local ruling elite, in large part because tax revenue now stayed in the area and sustained the local economy.19 Nevertheless, the severance of North Africa from the Roman empire had a negative impact on Carthage, which declined in size, wealth and splendor, despite becoming the center of the new Vandal kingdom. This decline fits a pattern in which areas that had been net contributors to the Roman state’s finances did not experience a rise in prosperity after the disappearance of imperial taxation.20 That surprising outcome suggests that the regions of the empire had benefited from being part of a political, economic and institutional unit, in turn implying that the Roman empire had been more than the sum of its parts.


Perhaps the most dramatic event affecting the empire as a territorial and fiscal entity was its division into a western and eastern half. In 395 CE the emperor Theodosius I died, leaving as his successors two sons: Arcadius, placed on the throne in the east, and Honorius, who received the west. This arrangement had precedent going back to the tetrarchy of Diocletian and was not intended as a constitutional split. However, events would turn it into one. Both Honorius and Arcadius were incapable of ruling on their own. The men governing in their stead were quickly at loggerheads, and a period of intrigues and deteriorating diplomatic relations followed. The situation was made worse by badly coordinated attempts to deal with Alaric’s Visigoths and by the increasing disarray of the Roman military.21 Ultimately what resulted was a slowly crumbling western empire, and an eastern empire that managed to regain stability and strength.

Good relations with neighboring Persia had helped the eastern empire create conditions favorable to a recovery. On the accession of Theodosius II in 408 CE the court established a friendly alliance with the Persian king, defusing a potential source of trouble on its eastern frontier. Diplomatic relations with the west also improved. In 410 CE the court in Constantinople felt secure enough militarily to send a crack corps of 4,000 men to help Honorius defend Ravenna, by then the seat of government in the west.22 That the eastern government could spare the troops is telling about its strength, especially in light of the Hunnic threat it faced. Only about a year earlier a large force of Huns under their leader, Uldin, had crossed the Danube and attacked Lower Moesia and Thrace. But the health of the eastern empire had improved enough to ward off the attack and force the Huns into retreat, using a combination of divisive diplomacy and military tactics.

Meanwhile, in the west, the northwestern provinces saw the gradual but steady erosion of governmental infrastructure over the course of the fifth century. Most significantly, the Roman legions were in retreat, often forcing the local population to fend for themselves. A particularly egregious example of that process is provided by developments in Roman Britain. Around 407 CE, Constantine III withdrew the majority of Roman troops from the province. When the Britons ca. 410 CE requested military aid against raids by roaming brigands, the response was a legal change allowing the civilian population to bear arms and organize their own defense.23 In that case a single imperial decision caused the immediate departure of most military forces, but generally speaking neither the Roman government nor the Roman army was suddenly absent from the northwestern provinces. Rather, their incremental fading characterized the situation there during the fifth and early sixth century, which has been dubbed a “sub-Roman” period.24 An increase in the number of rural fortified sites reflects how the instability of the times affected the local population.25

With the failure of the Roman military to be a protecting presence, much of the rationale for the Roman state disappeared along with the rationale for imperial tax payments. The effect was a vacuum to be occupied by whoever had the wherewithal to do so. In Spain and Gaul, competing groups of invaders, including the Visigoths, Alans, Franks and Burgundians, began to carve out kingdoms for themselves. Unlike the Roman empire, those kingdoms did not depend on a paid standing army financed through taxation. Instead they relied on a personal following of kings and local aristocrats. What was happening in Britain, Gaul and Spain provides another real-world example from antiquity of Mancur Olson’s ideas about state behavior. In Olson’s terminology, the western empire became incapable of acting as a stationary bandit, allowing roving bandits to occupy its place.26

Following the steady disintegration of the western empire, the center of gravity of the Roman world shifted eastward toward Asia Minor and Constantinople. During the first half of the sixth century it would see the long rule of a remarkable emperor, Justinian (527–65 CE). However, the historical judgment of his reign varies. It has been seen as “a time of triumph, marking the re-establishment of strong imperial rule. … Equally, it has been seen as an autocracy, marked by persecution and ending in failure.”27 Undeniably, Justinian’s achievements are extraordinary. The church of St. Sophia he constructed in Constantinople (now the Istanbul Ayasofya museum) is one of the most astonishing buildings to survive from antiquity. On an intellectual plane, his codification of imperial law, the Corpus Iuris Civilis, stands as a monument to Roman legal thinking. It was to have a lasting influence on the western legal tradition, providing the basis for many continental European law codes.

As for the Roman state’s ability to control territory, Justinian’s reign was exceptional as well, temporarily reversing the trend of an ever-shrinking empire. Starting in 533 CE the emperor expanded his dominions westward, retaking parts of provinces lost by western emperors and establishing his authority in the old imperial heartland of Italy (fig. 6.1).
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Fig. 6.1. The empire under Justinian in 565 CE.



Rather than forming a consciously planned reconquest, this westward expansion may have developed in stages, fueled by its own initial success. Either way, the first step in the enterprise consisted of the dispatch of a military force, 15,000 men strong, to Vandal-controlled Africa. The campaign exceeded expectations and the emperor’s armies quickly seized Carthage, which by that time had not been under imperial control for almost a century.28 A triumph ceremony was subsequently held in Constantinople, and the spoils from the African war were carried through the city in a celebratory procession. Procopius, a historian who had personally joined the military expedition, claims that the captured booty included the treasures from the Jewish temple in Jerusalem, taken to Rome by the future emperor Titus in 70 CE and then by the Vandals to Carthage in 455 CE (Wars 4.9.1–5).

The victory over the Vandals inspired another campaign two years later, this time in Italy. Sicily was taken fairly easily, but defeating the Goths on the mainland proved to be much more difficult.29 In 536 CE the Roman general Belisarius entered Rome, only to suffer a year-long siege there in 537. War dragged on in Italy throughout the 540s and the first half of the 550s, draining the imperial treasury and putting a heavy burden on the inhabitants of Italian cities. Meanwhile, it had become evident that holding the conquered territory in Africa was far harder than invading it had been. Establishing effective control required large investments of men and resources, and just like Italy, the area suffered considerably from the ongoing hostilities. Maintaining the simultaneous war effort in Italy and Africa was made more difficult still by an outbreak of bubonic plague in 541 CE, which decreased fiscal revenue by killing many of the empire’s taxpayers.30 Ultimately, by the mid-550s CE, Justinian’s western campaigns were successful, but they had come at a heavy price.

The hard-fought position of the empire on the Italian peninsula turned out to be shaky. By the late sixth century the Lombard kingdom had whittled Constantinople’s territorial possessions down to the areas around Ravenna, Rome and Naples. Tiberius II (574–82 CE) was keen on restoring Roman authority in Italy, but the situation in the Balkans was deteriorating rapidly and military operations there had to be given priority.31 Meanwhile in Spain, the conquered areas were lost again to the Visigoths. The Roman influence in North Africa lasted longer, although the region saw a steady reduction in involvement from Constantinople, as emperors increasingly turned their attention to Asia Minor. Still, the empire continued to be a presence in North Africa. More radical change would not arrive there until the Arab conquests of the mid-seventh century.

If nothing else, this enduring influence in the West Mediterranean shows the remarkable resilience of the Roman empire, which in the late sixth century “was still the mightiest single political institution in the Mediterranean or near eastern world, even if it was not powerful enough to dominate simultaneously on all frontiers.”32 All the same, when in 617 CE the Persians took Egypt and halted the shipments of Alexandrian public grain to Constantinople, the empire was a shadow of what it had been at its height.

Rome’s Collapse and the Economy

The early seventh-century CE events in Egypt provide an imperfect yet convenient marker for the end of the Roman world, but the initial moment of decline is harder to establish. It is tempting to take the mid-160s CE as a starting point, the years in which the so-called Antonine plague (more likely an outbreak of smallpox) first struck the empire.33 However, its demographic effects were uneven. The Antonine plague may have been the start of irreversible contraction in the west, but in parts of the east, population numbers would rebound to be higher in the fourth, fifth and even sixth centuries than they had been in the second.34 Economically, as well, many eastern cities and regions flourished in late antiquity. But the diverging trajectory of east and west should not distract us from the larger picture. “The overall economic trend of the Roman world from c. 200 to 700 was downward.”35 One obvious aspect of that trend was a drop in total economic output. Lack of statistics makes quantification impossible, but proxy data, including from (but not limited to) shipwrecks and atmospheric lead pollution, suggest a precipitous fall.36 If some eastern regions did as well in late antiquity as they had done in the second century CE, and others even did better, the overall economy had shrunk dramatically.

But the decline in aggregate output is only part of the story. The disintegration of the empire also led to a pronounced decrease in economic connectivity and complexity, a process going well beyond contraction. As Bryan Ward-Perkins has emphasized, it amounted to nothing short of a structural collapse:

The phenomenon we are looking at is not a simple shrinkage, as if the economy of the seventh century were essentially similar to that of the fourth, but on a more restricted scale. Rather, there was a remarkable qualitative change in economic life, with whole areas of specialization and exchange disappearing and, in some regions, even very basic technology apparently ceasing to exist.37

To assess the impact of these dramatic changes on the population of the empire, what we would most like to know is how they affected individual welfare. As with the question of total economic output, archaeology provides us with the most informative data in that respect.

It seems reasonable to assume that a greater availability of higher-quality goods—especially goods that met basic human needs of clothing, sustenance and shelter—meant that people lived better lives. Much of the physical evidence for such goods is perishable and does not survive well in the archaeological record. But luckily ceramics do. Because of their mundane nature they provide an accurate reflection of everyday living conditions. Large amounts of professionally made and well-fired pottery, brick and roof tile attest to the ready availability throughout the Roman world of excellent cookware and sturdy dwellings. After the collapse of the empire, Roman levels in both quantity and quality would not be seen again for many centuries in the west, including Italy, although much of the east presents a decidedly brighter picture.38

Another find that survives well archaeologically and that is highly informative on standards of living is animal bone. In Rome’s premodern economy, the real incomes of most people allowed them to eat only a basic diet containing limited amounts of animal protein. Their propensity to improve their food intake by spending any surplus income on meat was high. At the same time, they were forced to scale back on meat almost immediately following an income squeeze. Because of the high income elasticity of demand, changing consumption patterns are good indicators of changing standards of living.

Datasets from Italy and the northwestern provinces seem to suggest that meat consumption rose quickly in the last centuries BCE, stayed at high levels until the late fourth century CE and then dropped off sharply.39 The picture is still incomplete geographically and, as Andrew Wilson has cautioned, uncertainty about volumetric data on excavated soil reduces the strength of the conclusions.40 All the same, the preliminary results are intriguing and at least suggestive of actual patterns. Supporting the notion that those patterns might be real is the increase in size of Roman livestock during the imperial era. Pigs, cows and sheep on average grew larger than under the republic, falling back to prehistoric sizes in the post-Roman centuries.41 In the imperial period the Romans seem not only to have kept more animals than before or after but also bigger animals that yielded more meat, milk and wool.

The problem with ceramic and faunal data is, of course, that they are still a step removed from physical human welfare. As Ward-Perkins observed, if “we did want to know more about individual physical well-being and longevity, we would have to put more effort into establishing the study of human bones on a sure footing and on recovering datable and well-preserved groups of skeletons.”42 Since he wrote those words, much effort has in fact gone into the study of Roman skeletal remains. Bone data provide information on people’s quality of life in a variety of ways; for instance, showing how much their bodies had been worn by physical labor and to what degree they had suffered from certain diseases. But one indicator is the most straightforward to measure and assess, at least in theory: individual height.

Following the pioneering work of modern economists such as Robert Fogel, Roman economic historians have taken stature as a proxy variable for health.43 But using bone data to substitute for the military records that Fogel used is tricky. Many Roman skeletons are incomplete, and total body length is often only a reconstruction from measurements of long bones, particularly the femur.44 Perhaps unsurprisingly given the imperfect data and the still early stage of this research, the results have been ambiguous and present a host of problems.

In a study of some years ago, Geoffrey Kron set out to compare ancient and modern Italian male height based on skeletal remains on the one hand, and military records on the other.45 To calculate the stature of men living in ancient Italy and Sicily he synthesized the results of long bone measurements from adult male skeletons dated from ca. 500 BCE to ca. 500 CE. The combined measurements led him to estimate a weighted mean height of ancient males of 168.3 centimeters, which appears to compare favorably to the data on modern Italian conscripts. The cohort born in 1854 had an average height of only 162.64 centimeters, while the first cohort to reach Kron’s estimated average again would be the one born in 1936.

Of course, a comparison between a thousand-year and a one-year average is imperfect, to say the least. In addition, the data are problematic, as Harper has pointed out. By refining the dataset and adding a chronological dimension he was able to conclude that Romans living in Italy in the imperial period were shorter than their Iron-Age and republican ancestors.46 Moreover, the post-Roman population of central Italy seems to have been growing taller again, as a different study based on more robust data shows.

However, the authors of the latter study caution that their results might not have general validity because of the “significant migratory fluxes, particularly during the Roman and Medieval periods.”47 Invasions and migrations might indeed have influenced the data on late-antique Italian height variation. The obvious way to overcome that problem would be to expand the dataset geographically to see if the observed changes similarly affected populations elsewhere in the Roman world. Migratory flows occurred widely in the later Roman empire, but a dataset capturing larger segments of the population would decrease the distorting effects.

A paper by Nikola Koepke and Joerg Baten aimed to provide such a picture of empire-wide height variation.48 They studied both male and female stature based on skeletal data from the first to the eighteenth century CE originating from three European regions: Central/Western, Eastern/Northern and the Mediterranean. The data suggest that heights fluctuated somewhat during the first four centuries CE but on balance stagnated. A marked increase in average height then seems to have occurred in the fifth century, continuing halfway into the sixth. The disaggregated data by both gender and region show similar patterns, lending support to the validity of the overall trend. Koepke and Baten also incorporated climatic effects into their study. According to their data the average temperature in Europe during the first six centuries CE declined measurably, a finding confirmed by the much more recent and in-depth analysis by Harper.49 If so, one could argue that stagnating Roman height during the first four centuries CE was an economic achievement, given the increasingly adverse climatic conditions. However, that argument would not explain why, during the fifth century and the first half of the sixth, stature began to rise while temperatures continued to fall.


Jongman in recent research has also focused on Roman body length and nutrition, compiling a large database of measurements of femur bones originating from all over the empire. The preliminary results led him to conclude that human stature rose in Roman imperial times and declined in late antiquity.50 But in his most current study he reaches the opposite conclusion: average height hit a low point in the first century CE and then continued to rise until the mid-sixth century.51 Those findings are difficult to interpret in light of the information from other datasets. The increase in body length during the first three centuries CE could conceivably still be attributed to improving living standards, in line with the results from studies of animal bones and other archaeological finds. But the continued rise thereafter presents a problem, as contemporary data generally suggest a decline in living standards and material welfare, certainly in the west.

As things stand currently, it appears that average human stature increased during a period in which the economy of the empire unraveled. On the face of it, Malthusian forces seem to provide a logical explanation for that phenomenon. It could be argued that sometime in the third century CE the Roman empire reached its carrying capacity and that subsequently a positive check occurred. Demographic decline eased the pressure on scarce resources, leading to an increase in living standards comparable to the one that the survivors of the Black Death enjoyed in the Middle Ages.

But that explanation is at odds with the archaeological data on rising real incomes during the first centuries CE. Stable isotope analysis of Roman bone tissue does also not suggest widespread malnutrition, the kind of evidence we would expect to see in a population in the grips of a Malthusian check.52 In addition, the idea that the empire might have hit a Malthusian ceiling is inconsistent with the pattern of population distribution in the Roman world, as Paul Erdkamp observed. In the third century CE and beyond, demographic decline was severe and sustained in the west, which was always the more thinly populated part of the empire. By contrast, after temporary setbacks following the Antonine plague, population numbers continued to rise in parts of the east including Egypt and Syria, which were already the most densely populated areas in the second century CE.53 An explanation other than a Malthusian one needs to be found to put the different and sometimes conflicting strands of evidence into a coherent narrative.


The hypothesis favored by Jongman, Erdkamp and Harper is that despite high levels of material welfare, the urbanized Roman lifestyle produced deteriorating health during the peak of the empire. Human stature responds to two factors in particular: diet and the disease environment to which the body is exposed.54 Roman cities, as premodern cities generally, were unhealthy and dangerous places where density-dependent infectious diseases were rampant.55 Decent nutrition notwithstanding, continuous exposure to such an environment would have stunted the growth of Roman city dwellers, who were numerous by preindustrial standards. A deurbanization process triggered by the collapse of the empire would have relieved the stress of pathogens, leading to improved overall health. Erdkamp further proposes that an increased availability of animal protein following an expansion of herding at the cost of arable farming might have amplified that effect.56

Attractive though these explanations might be, one can see how they leave several problems unresolved. For one thing, the data available to us so far suggest that in late antiquity meat consumption did not go up but went down, along with the average size of domesticated animals. They do not, therefore, appear to be in accordance with Erdkamp’s idea of a rise in overall protein intake. Meat consumption aside, it would seem that in a crumbling and deurbanizing empire, deteriorating levels of material welfare and a reduced exposure to infectious diseases were counterbalancing forces, more likely to produce stagnating than growing human height. Finally, from the earliest days of the empire, the east was more urbanized and densely populated than the west. Yet rising body length seems to have occurred equally in both regions. If urban pathogenic stress stunted human growth more heavily in the east than in the west, we would expect to see a more pronounced height increase there as a result of deurbanization.

Obviously, more data collection and analysis needs to be done to see if the patterns detected so far hold true and to solve the puzzles they present. But the results will be exciting. In years to come we will gain a much more fine-grained picture of how the collapse of the Roman empire affected the welfare of the population living within its confines.
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Concluding Remarks

IT IS NOT CURRENTLY IN vogue to treat the economic development of the ancient world from the Iron Age to the end of the Roman empire as a unified history. Scholars have moved away from Moses Finley’s idea of a single “ancient economy,” put forward most famously in his 1973 book by that title.1 The nature of what Finley saw as “the” ancient economy was determined by the value system of the elite as the social group controlling most of the factors of production. Whether Greek or Roman, elites had an outlook aimed at self-sufficiency and “satisficing,” which dissuaded them from investment in industry and trade. Instead, they preferentially invested their available surplus in agricultural land to draw a steady income from rents. As a consequence, markets were limited in importance and local and regional in nature.

Criticism leveled at Finley centered on the role of markets, which many scholars maintained was much larger than he allowed. Equally important, many also countered that a single model did not do justice to the diversity of ancient societies. Size apart, the economy of classical Athens was structurally different from that of the Roman empire, which in turn was structurally different from that of the Hellenistic kingdoms. An emphasis on the specifics of ancient societies became the leading mode of research, and I think that few scholars would now subscribe to the idea of a single ancient economy in the sense of Finley.

The focus on societal dissimilarities has been fruitful and has brought necessary nuance. But it has come at a price: it has led us to abandon an overarching economic view of the ancient world. This loss of a unifying perspective is all the more regrettable as long-term archaeological datasets are increasingly suggesting that we should adopt one. With this book I emphatically advocate a return to a larger, encompassing narrative.


I have offered such a narrative in discussing positive and negative ways in which the institutional environment created by the state influenced ancient economic performance. In taking that approach I have followed the dominant paradigm in ancient economic history of Neo-Institutionalism, to which I fundamentally subscribe. But a crucial point I set out to make is that positive performance should not be seen as the result of Greco-Roman states assuming the role of third-party enforcers. Private-order mechanisms were and remained essential to how well the economies of the ancient world performed.

Another crucial point I set out to make is that it would be a mistake to see the private and the public domain as separate spheres of economic activity. The impact of the one on the other has been recognized, for the Roman empire most famously by Keith Hopkins (see chapter 1).2 Yet even in his monetary-flow model, taxes and trade are conceptualized as counterbalancing and thus ultimately discrete forces. I propose that the public and the private realm in the Roman world, and in the ancient world generally, also interacted in fluid ways, especially in the institutional infrastructure that underpinned trade.

One example of such fluid interaction discussed in this book is local city governments exercising authority over their native trade diasporas, as the Phoenician cities of Tyre and Sidon did. Another example is public institutions increasing the efficacy of private order by setting the rules of social interaction. Roman imperial ideology falls into that category, as do classical Greek institutions of public friendship. Yet another instance where the public and the private were linked all but inextricably is provided by the Ptolemaic kingdom’s governance of its overseas possessions. Its highest-ranking officials were incentivized to behave as “stationary bandits,” resulting in the creation of public goods including the active support of public order.

I contend that the economic growth visible in our long-term datasets past ca. 700 BCE was chiefly Smithian in nature and supported by public institutions, which emerged in an ongoing process of state formation. But in line with standard Neo-Institutional thinking, I have included negative state influence on economic growth in my discussion. I argued that a major case is presented by the turn toward a compulsory state religion initiated by fourth-century CE emperors. In legislating against cultic diversity, emperors created a religiously intolerant environment, thereby upsetting the equilibrium of economic trust established in diaspora trade. I have set that policy in the context of the empire’s increasing weakness, which in essence was a process of state formation in reverse.


This book is by no means intended to be an exhaustive exploration of institutions with a determining effect on ancient economic performance. The ones singled out for study are in my view particularly significant, but others could be identified and hopefully will be by future scholarship. As for the approach to Mediterranean economic history adopted here, much of the argument has revolved around institutional persistence on the one hand and change on the other. That approach makes practical sense, but has its limits, which deserve to be made explicit.

As John Wallis has cautioned, to look for institutional changes with lasting effects inevitably means introducing sample-selection bias into the analysis. Many changes do not persist and get “winnowed out,” in Wallis’ words. This is an ever ongoing process, as a “steady stream of continuous institutional change and a lumpy stream of episodic changes feed into society every day, month, and year.”3 The near impossibility to take full account of it means that any presentation of historical institutional developments necessarily remains incomplete. Perhaps more important, the focus on outcomes means that the process of change itself remains imperfectly understood.

To Wallis’ thought that some institutional changes get winnowed out, I add that others fail to emerge at all, which we then obviously do not see and cannot study. But understanding their non-emergence might still be possible, although it requires some imagination and counterfactual thinking. As a concluding thought, I tentatively posit here that the establishment of Roman rule over the entire Mediterranean had a dampening effect on innovation.

Once the major wars of conquest had been fought and won, Rome’s unification of the Mediterranean Basin undoubtedly created transaction-cost benefits. However, it may also have created imperial inertia. David Hollander recently hinted at that idea in a discussion of economic competition, which in his opinion “has rarely received the attention it deserves among ancient historians.”4 He distinguishes between two basic forms: consumer competition and entrepreneurial rivalry. The first is exemplified by auction sales, which were a typical feature of Roman economic life, well attested in our sources. But competition for buyers among sellers and producers is much less visible in the evidence. Hollander proposes, no doubt rightly, that the literary predilections of elite Roman authors are in large part to blame for that result. But he also speculates that the muted evidence for entrepreneurial rivalry might to some degree reflect a historical reality.

Government regulation and state-run monopolies may have suppressed competition, while private trading associations may have done the same by policing the price and supply of manufactured goods. In addition, there may have been “perfect competition” in markets for commodities such as grain, traded in low-barrier markets with many small-scale buyers and sellers who individually were too insignificant to alter the market outcome.5 The effect would have been a reduced economic rivalry among all market players.

Those are thought-provoking suggestions, but I remain skeptical especially about the last two. Price-setting by trading organizations and “perfect competition” in commodities markets would have equally affected the medieval and Early-Modern world, which nonetheless produced the Commercial Revolution.6 Yet I also think that Hollander is right in suggesting that reduced economic competition is worth considering in our evaluation of Roman economic performance. Specifically, I suggest that imperial rule may have held back innovation by reinforcing the institutional status quo.

A collective status-quo bias at the institutional level is difficult to prove directly, but can be made credible by the counterexample of a politically fragmented world. As discussed briefly in chapter 1, a political constellation of multiple small, self-governing societies has economic advantages. One of those is an increased potential for efficiency-enhancing innovation. If states form part of a larger system in which they compete directly, they can feel compelled to be creative in a continuous fashion. Europe in the Middle Ages and Early-Modern Period provides the best known example of that forward driving dynamic. Single European states were usually technologically innovative for short bursts, managing to maintain an edge over competitors only temporarily. But as Joel Mokyr has noted, this observation

holds for individual European societies, of course, but precisely because Europe was fragmented it does not hold for the continent as a whole. It is as if technological creativity was like a torch too hot to hold for long; each individual society carried it for a short time. … No society, then, was able to hold on long to leadership, but competition among independent political entities (known as the “states system”) ensured that as long [as] there was at least one nation that was truly creative, the others would have to follow suit.7

This effect of steady innovation propelled by ongoing competition among small polities was not limited to technological progress. Oscar Gelderblom has shown how, in the thirteenth to seventeenth centuries, a fierce commercial rivalry led largely self-governing cities in the Low Countries to engage in competitive attempts to lure professional, “footloose” foreign traders. Collectively those traders were involved in a continuous process of innovation in contracting, forcing city governments constantly to improve the institutional infrastructure they had on offer. As Gelderblom explains,

merchants influenced each other’s contracting practices, and as trade expanded in new directions they developed new contracting forms that upset conventional wisdom. In other words, securing contract enforcement at the lowest possible cost required the continuous adaptation of legal institutions, and this was exactly the strength of commercial cities like Bruges, Antwerp, and Amsterdam. Their legal autonomy allowed the town magistrates to adapt the local legal system to the changing demands of the mercantile community, and because they were keen to attract as many international traders as possible, they did so time and again.8

As for potential Roman parallels, during the time of the late republic Roman law went through rapid and profound changes in reaction to an expansion of commerce and an increase in elite wealth from imperialism.9 But under the empire a steady, competitive push toward institutional innovation analogous to the one described by Gelderblom is not detectable. To be sure, Roman law continued to develop, albeit slowly, creating among other things an appeals process.10 But innovation seems not to have been driven by merchants constantly adjusting their contracting practices and by the Roman state constantly updating its legal institutions in response. Rather, the evidence on witnessing discussed in chapter 4 would suggest that by the time of the empire both the Roman state and its subjects were invested in the institutional status quo. The rules on social standing determined by Rome’s civic order were used publicly to embed contracts. No one, it would seem, had any incentive to change that system, which allowed for the maintenance of social order on the one hand and individual status on the other. Moreover, as the practice was inherently useful to contract enforcement it produced satisfactory societal outcomes.

On the level of cities, competition for a slice of long-distance trade was not absent under the empire. The evidence, cited in chapter 2, for urban governments’ involvement in their native diasporas suggests that at least some cities were well aware of the benefits of capturing the gains from trade. But even if Roman cities were self-governing to a large degree, they were ultimately beholden to the central administration in the imperial capital. Whatever autonomy they may have enjoyed, they had far less room to maneuver in setting the institutional parameters of trade than the later mercantile centers in northern Europe.

In addition, we should take into account here that the urbanism of ancient empires, including the Roman, differed from that of later European societies. The economic, demographic and political forces driving imperial urbanization were less conducive to producing an economically influential segment of middling cities comparable to the ones that Gelderblom studied. As Arjan Zuiderhoek observed,

the urban systems of the empires of Classical Antiquity were dominated by some very large cities the size of which was inflated because they were home to courts and imperial or high provincial elites. These cities attracted a large and continuous stream of migrants because of the economic opportunities they offered and drew in extremely large quantities of agricultural surplus in the form of rents and taxes, … thus leaving comparatively little room for the development of a layer of middle-range centres with a more regional focus, such as existed in the politically far more fragmented world of early modern Europe.11

In my view it is worth entertaining the idea that the politically unified Roman Mediterranean was unlikely to produce the accelerating pace of technological and institutional innovation seen in late-medieval and Early-Modern Europe. That notion would certainly need further study and demonstration. But however preliminary at present, it might help us explain why only the fragmented world that emerged out of the ruins of the Roman empire would eventually achieve the breakthrough progress that would bring us the fruits of the Industrial Revolution.
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Curtius Rufus = Quintus Curtius Rufus, History of Alexander
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Jerome Ep. = Jerome, Epistulae

Jerome Vita Hilar. = Jerome, Vita Hilarionis
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Josephus A.J. = Flavius Josephus, Antiquitates Judaicae
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Julian Ep. = Julian, Epistulae
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Strabo Geogr. = Strabo, Geography

Suet. Nero. = Suetonius, Nero

Suet. Vesp. = Suetonius, Vespasianus

Theod. HE = Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Historia Ecclesiastica

Vell. Pat. = Velleius Paterculus, Roman History

Xenophon Por. = Xenophon, Poroi

Zacharias Vita Sev. = Zacharias Scholasticus, Vita Severi
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